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ABSTRACT

This case study focuses on the initiation and implementation
stages of a change process in a Northern Territory primary
school. Over a five year period data were collected to enable the
tracking of the fate of an innovation, namely whole school,
multi-age grouping.
In some ways this study is unique because it was initiated by a

group of parents who wanted a school-based evaluation
program. The researcher was part of that group, so in the
beginning her role was one of complete participant, eventually
changing during the course of the study to become a complete
observer.

Data were gathered from: two surveys conducted at the end of
the first and second years of implementation; interviews with
teachers, parents, Executive Teachers and Northern Territory
Department of Education officers; field notes of meetings and
events; and secondary sources such as statistical records,
minutes, newsletters and publications.

The data were analysed using two frameworks developed by
Michael Fullan. It was found that: factors present during the
initiation stage impacted on the implementation stage; the role
of the principal, the initiator of the innovation was crucial; the
time (or lack of) given to the initiation stage affected the
implementation; and, teacher ownership played an important
part in the continuance of the innovation. Further, the impact
of a small but influential group of parents was shown to be a
significant factor in determining the fate of the innovation.

Over five years, it is shown that, 'after the splash', while 'the
pond' was not the same, it had reverted back to being very
much the same as it had been before.
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CHAPTER 1
1 1
.

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION TO THE THESIS
It could be argued that multi-age grouping is not a new idea.
Before the introduction of mass education, the family group
with children of all ages was often the situation in which
children were educated. Even today, there are children educated
in small rural schools which have classes with wide ranges of
ages and levels. It could also be asserted, that the single or
straight-aged class is a relatively new concept and difficult to
define given that within these classes there would be a range of
ages.
However, currently in most larger urban schools in Australia
whole school multi-age grouping and its philosophy of
individualised child development is seen as a new or
innovative idea. This is certainly true of the situation in the
Northern Territory of Australia

(NT),

where most urban

schools have a combination of either straight-aged or composite
classes. Even in the many small, remote-area

NT schools,

whilst

the classes are multi-aged, the philosophy is not.
This case study investigates the introduction of whole school
multi-age grouping into a school in the NT. The study was
carried out over five years beginning in 1993 when the idea was
first introduced to the school community and then over the
next four years of implementation 1994-1997.
1 2
.

OUTLINE OF THE THESIS
This chapter provides an overview of the case study including
its background, need, purpose, assumptions, questions to be
answered, delineation of contexts, significance, definition of key
terms, scope and timeframe.
The second chapter examines some of the available literature
relating to educational change and leadership, with particular
reference to the frameworks developed by Michael Fullan (1991)
relating to the initiation and implementation stages of the
change process. The role of the principal, teachers and parents
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are analysed in depth. It also reviews literature associated with
multi-age grouping and aspects to be considered when
introducing it into a school community.

The third chapter outlines the research methodology of this case
study which used an educational ethnographic approach,
obtaining data from two parent surveys, interviews with many
of the key people, field notes of meetings and secondary sources
such as statistical records, minutes of meetings and newsletters,
retrospective recall and analysis.

The fourth chapter presents the findings using Fullan's
frameworks relating to factors concerning the initiation and
implementation stages of the change process as the main
organisers.

The fifth chapter presents conclusions and makes
recommendations based of those conclusions.

1 .3

BACKGROUND
The N T i s a vast geographical area with only one percent of
Australia's total population. The people of Darwin, its capital
city, constitutes over half the NT's population. The Northern
Territory Department of Education whilst the largest
government department in the NT, is much smaller than its
southern counterparts with 4, 500 employees, of whom
approximately 2 000 are teachers.

The majority of Darwin's population (and schools) is to be
found in the northern suburbs of the city. Most of these schools
were built in the late 1970s, after Cyclone Tracy destroyed much
of the city in 1974. The design of many schools is based on open
spaced architecture. Some of the schools were built when the
Commonwealth Department of Education was still very active
in NT education (evidence of which is the many NT schools
with identical architecture to schools of the same vintage in
Canberra, the federal capital of Australia).
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Crisfield School is one such school. Its design was very open,
with no single class teaching areas. The school's first principal
set into place educational and administrative structures that
gained the school a reputation mainly among teachers, as being
an innovative school. These included using a whole language
approach to literacy and whole school silent sustained reading
(when they were relatively new concepts), optional uniforms,
and staff having major input into decision making by chairing
staff meetings and having sub-committees to oversee subject
areas. Students were permitted in the school building before
school and during recess and lunch. Although, for some
parents, the school's reputation engendered uncertainty and
doubt as to its ability to meet academic needs of their children,
exacerbated by the open, 'barn-like' architecture.
As with most reputations, they are not always based on fact and
take a long time to change. After ten years of operation there
were still some concerns from a small number of parents about
the school. A nearby school, regarded generally as being more
'traditional', with mainly single classrooms and compulsory
uniforms, shoes and hats, had a percentage of students from the
suburb of Crisfield. However, there was also a number of
parents not from Crisfield, who purposely enrolled their
children at Crisfield School because of its perceived 'progressive'
approach. To alleviate its negative reputation, the school
developed a prospectus, arranged open nights and dropped
pamphlets about the school in all letter boxes in the suburb,
over a number of years during the mid to late eighties.
During the fifteen years before whole school multi-age grouping
was introduced to Crisfield in 1993, there had been classes with a
range of ages, team teaching and cooperative planning and
teaching by staff. This was determined by individual teachers,
who decided when and with whom they would team teach
and/ or plan. The architecture was conducive to teachers
working together in this way and resource teachers such

as

the

teacher-librarian and the on-going English as a second language
teacher had been successfully working cooperatively for at least
five years before 1993.
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Over the years, the school also had: a large proportion of
teachers who had been successfully awarded Executive Teacher
and Master Teacher status; others who had been on exchange,
with exchange teachers from overseas teaching at the school;
and, others involved in a range of Department of Education
committees and projects.
In terms of the wider community, the suburb had mixture of
housing built by the National Capital Development
Commission which, after Cyclone Tracy, designed and built a
number of suburbs in the northern suburbs of Darwin. The

NT

Housing Commission had also built houses (of a lower standard
to the Commonwealth houses) in the suburb.

In

terms of

demographics, the population of Crisfield is similar to many
other northern suburbs comprising a mixture of professional
people who work mainly for the government such as teachers
and administration officers, blue collar workers and some from
lower-socio-economic backgrounds. Its cultural mix is similar to
other schools in the area with around fifteen percent of students
from non-English speaking backgrounds and less than ten
percent Indigenous students.
1.4

NEED FOR THE STUDY

This study arose from a parent-initiated evaluation of multi-age
grouping at Crisfield School. Although this meant that in some
ways the study had problems in terms of specific features of its
design,

nam

ely the construction of the survey, it did

demonstrate that there was a need for educational innovations
to be studied. The key parents who initiated the study were
wanting to find out how other parents felt about multi-age
grouping in the hope that if the result was overwhelmingly
negative as they anticipated, then the project would be
terminated. Other parents just wanted to have a formal
evaluation of the projects and, others who did not want a
minority of parents preventing multi-age grouping from being
implemented.
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However, once this study began it was clear that it was not just
about different lobby groups validating or not validating their
point of view. As the data were collected broader issues emerged
relating to the process of change in this educational context. It
became apparent that there was a number of factors involved
which contributed to an evolving situation at the school. It was
this interplay of unique forces working with and against each
other that became the focus for the study.

The distinctive set of factors during both the initiation and the
implementation became the core of this research, with the goal
to discover how this change process impacted on the school.

The need to research educational innovation and change has
not just come from parents but also from teachers,
administrators and bureaucrats, especially in these times of
diminished resources. Since the

1970s

when many educational

innovations were introduced and failed, the need to explore
what happens and why during a change process has been
articulated (Fullan

1991).

This case study was not just about finding out how parents at
Crisfield felt about multi-age grouping. It became obvious early
in the data collection stage that this research was an opportunity
to add to the growing body of knowledge about how educational
reform is undertaken, albeit a very modest contribution.
Examining the planning and implementing stages and their
impact on the long term life of the innovation may help other
potential reformers with their change program.

1.5

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The intention of this case study was to investigate the fate of an
innovation. It examines the initiation and implementation
stages of multi-age grouping into Crisfield School and in so
doing will build a better understanding of the change process.
Fullan

{1991)

states that, 'to bring about more effective change,

we need to be able to explain not only what causes it but how to
influence those causes' (p.

93).

..
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1.6

A S S UMPT I O N S
There are a number of assumptions on which this study is
based. They are:
•

the definition of multi-age grouping first presented by the
principal will remain the benchmark throughout the study ,
although it is recognised that all reform programs will
undergo some modifications as they are implemented

•

the information provided by informants and respondents is
reliable when supportedby other sources

•

1.7

the frameworks developedby Fullan (1991) are valid.

Q UESTIONS TO BE ANSWERED
The key questions tobe answered in this study havebeenbased
on questions posedby Fullan(1991:

62)

and are particularly

relevant to this case study . They are:

1)

What was the relationship between the initiation process
and subsequent implementation of multi-age grouping at
Crisfield School?

2)

What other factors emerged during implementation of
multi-age grouping at Crisfield School that determined what
change in practice actually occurred?

Sub-questions
a) How did teachers affect the fate of the innovation?

b) How did parents affect the fate of the innovation?

c) How did the principal affect the fate of the innovation?

d) At what point do modifications to an innovation result in it
no longer resembling the original innovation?

e) What longer term changes existed at Crisfield School after
the five y ears since initiation?
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1.8

DELINEATION OF CONTEXTS
This case study is based in one primary school which is a part of
the Northern Territory Department of Education. The school
does not operate in isolation but within a wider context,
illustrated by Diagram 1. It shows that at the core of this study
are the children or students whose benefit the innovation was
first initiated. The next layer is that of the Crisfield School
Community which is made up of teachers and other staff, the
School Council and parents. The subsequent layers represent:
the Regional Administration which includes the Regional
Superintendent and advisory staff; the Central Administration,
includes the Deputy Director-General Schools who initiated the
project at a system level; and, the NT government and other
agencies.

Diagram 1: The Contexts of the Case Study at Crisfield School

School Community, e.g.
,......;.;-+-- teachers, staff school
council and parents

Regional Officers, e.g.
!---I--- Superintendent, advisory
staff
Central Administration, e.g.

Deputy Director-general

Schools

411J1111b':7"--1. 9

NT Government and other
agencies

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
The significance of this study is that it takes place in a time
when those involved in educational administration are faced
with a number of compelling and sometimes contradictory
forces including:

..
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•

increased accountability for those organisations using public
or tax-payers' money

•

the move towards education being seen as preparation for
work, away from the classical notion of education for
education's sake

•

a perception that the world is changing rapidly and that
educators need to prepare students to cope successfully in
this dynamic environment by increasing students' ability to
think critically and creatively, solve problems and be flexible.

On one hand, there is the need for educators to take risks and
create new paradigms about 'learning, life and the universe' so
students will better able meet this needs of

this

ever-changing

world, but on the other hand, economic restrictions are forcing
administrators to be even more prudent in their use of
diminishing resources.

Within this context, research into educational reform is
strategically placed to facilitate the efficient and effective use of
resources, thus enabling both agendas to be achieved.

This case study is a small addition to an increasing body of
research that is informing educational administrators, teachers
and parents of better ways to introduce and maintain change
into educational organisations.

1 .10

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS
It is necessary to define a number of the main terms used
throughout this study. These are:
•

innovation and change

•

initiation of an innovation

•

implementation of an innovation

•

multi-age grouping

•

composite and straight-age classes

•

Transition.

These will be discussed

in more detail in Chapter 3.
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1 . 1 0.1

Innovation and Change

In

this case study, 'innovation refers to ideas or practices which

are new or different from those which exist in the school or
classroom; and that introduction and use of anything which is
new implies change' (Day et al 1985).

1 . 1 0.2

Initiation and Implementation
Fullan's (1991) definition of initiation and implementation will
be used in this case study because it is his frameworks that will
be used to explore the research questions.

The initiation stage of the change process is the time leading up
to and including the decision to proceed with the
implementation (p. 50).

The implementation stage consists of the process of putting into
practice an idea, program, or set of activities and structures new
to the people attempting or expected to change (p. 65).

1 .1 0 . 3

Multi-age Grouping
There are many definitions of the term 'multi-age grouping',
however, for the purposes of this study multi-age grouping is
defined as,
Students of different ages purposely placed together out of
philosophical preference, who actively participate in the learning
process together in a variety of group settings. (Northern Territory
Department of Education 1994: 33)
Other aspects of multi-age grouping which will be regarded as
essential features in this thesis include: children will be 'tracked'
so that from year to year they will not be repeatedly the oldest,
middle or youngest in a class; and, where possible a teacher will
have a class for more than two years. These characteristics were
espoused by the principal when introducing multi-age grouping
into the school community.

1 .1 0.4

Composite and straight-age classes
Composite classes are usually formed for administrative
purposes, e.g. when there are not enough of one age group to
constitute a class, an imbalance in the pupil-teacher ratio, or
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budget restraints (McClay

1996). Often teachers program and

group for the two discrete year levels.

Straight or single-age classes are those classes are usually based
on one year level, e.g. Year

2

where, in the NT, children are

generally turning seven during the year. (However, in these
classes there will always be a range of ages.)

1.1 0.5

Transition

In

the NT the first year of primary education is referred to as

'Transition'. It does not have a set duration but is dependent on
the developmental stage of the children coming into the
primary school from the pre-school when they tum five years
of age. Some children who are ready to read, write and count
may only spend a short time in Transition: other children may
spend a full year. In this case study the needs of the these
children became an important consideration to the fate of the
innovation. (Note, that when class structures are described a
capital 'T' will be used to denote Transition, e.g. T-2 classes are
those with Transition, Year

1. 11

1

and Year

2

children.)

SCOPE O F THE STUDY
Being a case study means that the scope of this study is quite
narrow and will centre on the change program at Crisfield
School. It will focus on the initiation period during 1993 and the
first four years of implementation 1994-1997. Reference will be
made to some of events in the history of Crisfield School as a
way of understanding the implications of some of the changes.
Some mention will be made of multi-age grouping programs

in

other schools but these will not be studied in depth.

1.12

TIMELINE OF THE STUDY
February 1993-New principal arrives at Crisfield School.

March 1993-Annual General Meeting of the School Council
elects new chairperson.

May 1993-Deputy Director-General Schools, the principal of
Crisfield School and a Curriculum and Advisory Project Officer
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(Northern Territory Department of Education) return from
investigating multi-age grouping in Victoria, Australia. This
was followed by a visit by two experienced teachers from the NT
to Mill Park School, Melbourne, Australia to observe a whole
school approach to multi-age grouping.

June

1993-The

principal of Crisfield School introduces the

concept of being a pilot school to the staff. He informs parents at
a parent evening which included a Year 7 debate followed by a
discussion on multi-age grouping. Around 60 parents and
teachers attend. Many of the parent members of the School
Council do not attend the parent meeting because their children
are in the early childhood section of the school.

Small group discussion follows and reports to the whole group
indicate a tentatively positive response, with concerns raised
especially about the academic consequences for some of the
children.

Following this meeting the principal writes a small booklet,
'Your Questions Answered' and distributes it to parents.

July

1993- The

Deputy Director-General Schools forms the

Multi-age Grouping Steering Committee which includes the
principal of Crisfield School. This committee directs the newly
appointed Investigation/Research Officer to investigate system
support for a pilot program in the initial stages of planning and
implementation of multi-age grouping at the whole school
level.

September

1993-The

chairperson of the School Council

suspends business to discuss the role of the council in response
to some parent members' perception that the decision to pilot
multi-age grouping was made without consulting the council.

The meeting passes a motion saying that the School Council is
involved in policy making and any changes must go through
the School Council. The School Council also passes a motion
which supports the introduction of the Pilot Program on multi-
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age grouping with the understanding that in 1994 it will begin
with T-2 classes and the

1995 extend to T-3 classes.

Permission is also given for a pupil free day for staff
professional development in October on multi-age grouping.

October 1993-Pupil free day on multi-age grouping with visiting
consultant Dr Christine Ure from Victoria, Australia.

December 1993-lnvestigation/Research Officer completes the
report, Multi-age Grouping for Effective Teaching and Learning
for the Deputy Director-General Schools.

January 1994-Multi-age Grouping Pilot Program begins at
Crisfield School with four T-2 classes. Two middle/upper
primary teachers decide to teach a 4--6 multi-age group.

May 1994-0ne of the four multi-age grouping teachers leaves
due to family reasons.

The School Council representative for the Council of
Governm ent Schools Organisation reports to the School
Council meeting on its biannual meeting where the Deputy
Director-General Schools talked about parental involvement.
From this report the idea for a parental evaluation was floated.
At first some parents only want parents to be involved but this
is not accepted and a sub-committee forms including both
parents and staff.

June 1994-Principal wants the wording minutes of the May
School Council meeting changed as she feels it implies that
there may be confrontation if a separate parent body was
involved in the evaluation of the multi-age grouping pilot
program.

The report, Multi-age Grouping for Effective Teaching and

Learning is distributed to schools.
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August 1994-Director of the Northern Territory Department of
Education Evaluation and Research Branch and researcher from
the Northern Territory University talk to the School Council
about an evaluation of multi-age.
October

1994-First meeting of the Multi-age Grouping Sub

committee is held. It draws up a tentative program (see
Appendix 1) and decides to prepare a survey for parents to find
out what they think about multi-age grouping.
November

1994-Survey conducted and results analysed.

Teachers and executive teachers decide to not to extend program
to T-3 classes in 1995, instead they agree to have five T-2
classes. Two middle/upper primary teachers continue with a
Year 5-7 multi-age group.
December

1994-Report on the first parent survey is tabled at the

School Council meeting showing that generally 33% of parents
had concerns with multi-age grouping.
March 1995-Multi-age Grouping Sub-committee plan a series of
discussion groups for parents at parent's homes.
June 1995-First parent discussion group attracts one additional
parent, beside the three parents from the sub-committee. Next
parent session is poorly attended and subsequent meetings are
cancelled.
A series of four professional development 'breakfast' sessions to
discuss strategies for teaching a multi-age class are conducted.
The principal who initiated multi-age grouping retires. The
replacement is selected based on a commitment to continuing
multi-age grouping.
July 1995-A project officer is appointed to work in the
Curriculum and Advisory section of the Department to advise
schools on multi-age grouping.
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October 1995-The second survey is given to parents. A
summary report is given to the School Council at the December
meeting at which no school staff attend. Results show generally
little change from the previous survey, however, there is
increasing concern about the needs of the youngest children.

November 1995-Early childhood teachers and executive
teachers arrange 1996 classes. Problems with the continuous
intake are discussed. Teachers are unhappy with the trickle of
children coming in and the disruption this caused. The intake is
changed to four times a year. They agree to a structure which
includes four T-2 classes but also a T/1 class. Two middle/upper
primary teachers arrange a Year 4-6 group.

November 1996-Class lists for 1997 are discussed. Some early
childhood teachers are unhappy with the way needs of
Transition children are being met and suggest a straight
Transition class. Three T /1 classes are created, with two teachers
agreeing to a multi-age group of Year

1-3.

Two multi-age Year

4-6 classes are planned.

1 .13

SUMMARY
This chapter has provided an overview of the case study. It
described the context of the study, i.e the NT and Crisfield, a
suburb of Darwin, where the local school introduced multi-age
grouping in 1993. The study arose from a parent initiated
evaluation of the program.

The purpose of this five year study is to identify the relationship
between factors relating to the initiation and implementation
stages of the change process. By having such a narrow focus, the
very detailed description and analysis obtained may add to the
increasing body of research on educational reform.

The next chapter will review literature relating to education
reform and more specifically multi-age grouping.
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CHAPTER 2
2.1

-

LITE RATURE REVIEW

I N T R O DUCTION

In Chapter 1 the background and context for this research was
described. The focus of this study is the introduction of multi
age grouping into the early childhood section of Crisfield
School, NT, Australia.
In this chapter a review of relevant literature will be provided
to locate the study in a broader academic context and justify why
this problem is worth studying. It will lay the groundwork and
provide a rationale for the study (Dobbert 1982: 200).
The review will: examine the literature on educational reform
and the challenges inherent in this process; describe
frameworks for the initiation and implementation of
innovations; and, more specifically describe the nature of the
innovation in this case study, i.e. multi-age grouping-how it
has been implemented in the past and lessons learned from
these experiences in relation to the literature available.
2.2.0

I NNOVATION AND CHANGE

Today 'change' is a concept firmly embedded in the psyche of
many people throughout the world. Walker and Bradley ( 1993)
note,
There is little doubt that during the last decade the world has
experienced change on a global level perhaps equal to any in recent
history. ... The combination of all these changes pose massive problems
and challenges to all nations. Australia is obviously in a period of great
ferment as it attempts to adjust to and deal with the changes resulting
from the W\certain state of the world. (Bradley 1993: 2, 3)

Nowhere has change been more keenly felt than in educational
reform movements. How to successfully introduce innovation
and change into schools has been an on-going quest for
researchers, teachers, administrators, policy makers and parents
alike. In a reaction to what some writers (Fullan 1992; Pogrow
1996) describe as the failures of the 1960s and 1970s,
educationists are now endeavouring to find out the meaning of
change: what should be changed and how to go about it (Fullan,
1991).
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I n a n Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development publication of case studies of educational
innovations (1973), 'innovation' was defined as, 'a deliberate
attempt to improve practice in relation to certain desires
objectives' (p. 1 1 ) . However, in Chapter 1 the definition
provided was that, 'innovation refers to ideas or practices which
are new or different from those which exist in the school or
classroom; and that introduction and use of anything which is
new implies change' (Day et al 1985). Unlike the first definition,
this definition delineates the distinction between the terms
'innovation' and 'change'. Pullan (1991) suggests that the focus
on innovations was too narrow and that since the 1970s when,
we 'studied innovations', today we are 'doing reform' (p. xiii).
He argues that this has been a shift from passivity to action and
from narrowness to comprehensiveness of solutions.
In a more recent publication Pullan (1992) also makes the

distinction between innovation and change by describing an
innovation as something new, e.g. a revised curriculum, a
policy, a structure, that people encounter. Dealing with the
innovation effectively means that behaviours and beliefs are
changed. These changes in behaviour are at the core of
implementation (p. 22). Beare et al (1989) concur,
Since the early 1970s, when so much was written about innovation and

change, there has been enormous development in the way we conceive of

the change process and change strategies. For example, it is likely that
people will now talk of entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship rather
than about innovation, and when that term is used it usually is in such

contexts as product innovation or innovation in technology. (pp. xi-xii)

Nevertheless, many writers use the terms 'innovation', 'change'
and 'reform' interchangeably and in this study they are treated
similarly.
Change can be seen as negative and increases anxiety. This is
understandable given a history of failed education reforms
(Pullan 1992: 21). Yet, Carl Rogers reminds us that as
educationalists our goal must be to develop individuals
(schools) who are open to change, who are flexible and adaptive,
who have learned how to learn, and are thus able to learn
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continuously (Rogers, 1967: 717). Further, when we
acknowledge that change is formidable, (given its history),
complex, and quick fix solutions will not work, we begin to see,
'change not as a technical problem but as a cultural problem that
requires attention to context and to the creation of shared
meaning within working groups' (Rudduck 1991: 30).
While it is important not to change for change's sake, there is
an imperative that those in the education community should
be seeking new and better ways of educating students. Pogrow
(1996) appears to be very cynical of the whole change process

and is particularly critical of the academic community and its
role in reform. He argues that,
Education can no longer afford a research and academic community that

is detached from the real processes that take place in schools and from

the large scale consequences of the ideas that it proposes. Education can
no longer afford a well-intentioned but inept progressive movement,

each waiting for its 10-20 year tum in the limelight. It can no longer
afford the piling on of ill-conceived movements to compensate for the
inadequacy of current ideas. The result has been inefficiency and
waste.(Pogrow 1996: 662)

Whilst this is a fairly extreme position offering little or no
supporting examples, it does encourage all those involved in
educational reform to be more diligent in the way we go about
introducing change. A good starting point is to learn from past
change programs and analyse why and what occurred. Fullan
(1993) suggests that there are two basic reasons why education

reform is failing,
One is that the problems are complex and intractable. Workable
solutions are hard to conceive and even harder to put into practice. The
other reason is that the strategies that are used do not focus on the
things that will make a difference. They fail to address the
fundamental instructural reform and associated development of new
collaborative cultures among educators. (Fullan 1993:

46)

Two frameworks developed by Fullan (1991) facilitate this focus
and will be used in the examination of the data collected in the
this study. Other models are available (Havelock 1973; Day et al
1985; Dalmau and Dick 1990; Dunphy 1991) and are in some

ways similar, however, Fullan's work is preferred because it
relates specifically to educational contexts and it

is

highly
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suitable to this case study. His ongoing involvement in
educational reform is acknowledged. Futhermore,
Since the 1970s Michael Fullan has been a major figure, both
conceptually and practically, in the field of educational change and
improvement. For professional and fellow researchers in this field, the
author's periodic reviews of research on the implementation of
innovations have made him into an authoritative 'chronicler' of the
field. (Huberman critical introduction to Fullan 1992: 2)

Change is not a product but a process (Fullan 1991; Camall 1990).
Fullan provides a simplified overview of the change process (p.
48). Figure 1. (Note: the weakness of this model is that there is

no provision for how an innovation is to be sustained.)
Figure 1 : A Simplified Overview of the Change Process
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He warns that this is only a general image of what is a far more
complex and lengthy process. For the purposes of this case study
the first two stages in this process will be used for in-depth
study. In regard to the Continuation stage, which refers to
whether the change gets built into the system or disappears by
way of a decision or by attrition (Fullan 1991: 48), and Outcome
stage, which is whether the certain outcomes have been
achieved, these are dealt with in Chapter 5

-

the Conclusion

and Recommendations, when the fate of the innovation is
discussed.
2.3.0

THE INITIATION STAGE

Pullan's first framework describes the initiation stage of the
change process within educational environments which is the
time leading up to and including the decision to proceed with
the implementation. It includes eight variables that potentially
influence the decision whether to begin a change (Fullan 1991:
50).
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Pullan does not claim this is an exhaustive list but that there
have been many studies that support these factors as impacting
on the initiation process. He elaborates each factor as follows.

2.3. 1

Existence and Quality of Innovation
There are many educational innovations available and the
quality of innovations has improved since the 1960s, although
most schools will still have to modify them to suit their own
situation (Pullan 1991: 51-53).

2.3.2

Access to Information
Teachers often have limited contact with sources of
information about innovations. It is more likely to be district
administrators or central officer personnel who have access.
The ease this information is communicated to schools is an
important factor in whether innovations are initiated, i.e. if
they are 'top down' or 'bottom up'. Urban schools are more
likely to hear about new ideas and adopt them than more
remote schools (Pullan 1991: 53-54).

2.3.3

Advocacy from Central Administrators
Initiation of change does not happen without an advocate and
one of the most powerful is the chief district administrator.
They can also be influential in blocking or initiating change
(Pullan 1991: 54--5 5). However, School Districts are a North
American structure and can not be totally superimposed over
the NT context but can be related to the Regional and Central
Administration level. (See Diagram A on page 7.) The chief
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district administrator in the NT is the Regional Superintendent
but in this case study the involvement of the Regional
Superintendent was not significant. Rather, it was the Deputy
Director-General-Schools who was instrumental in introducing
multi-age grouping into NT schools. Her role is seen more as an
external change agent described in Section 2.3.5.
2.3.4

Teacher Advocacy

While teachers are often the preferred source of ideas, they may
not have access to these new ideas, time or energy to initiate
them (Fullan 1991: 55-56).
2.3.5

External Change Agents

These are officers at the regional, state or national level and play
an important part in initiating change (Fullan 1991: 56). In this
case study the Deputy Director-General Schools was a key officer
at the state level and her involvement was a significant factor
during the initiation stage of the change process.

I

I

2.3.6

Commu nity Pressure/Support/Apathy

Communities vary greatly, and the role communities can have
in the initiation process is not straightforward.
In relatively stable or continuous communities there is a tendency of

innovations favouring the least disadvantaged not to be proposed (bias
of neglect) and there is a greater likelihood that educators can
introduce innovations (which they believe in) unbeknownst to the
community. (Fullan 1991: 58)

2.3.7

New Policy and Funds

Many major educational reforms are generated from
government policy making and legislation in greatest need of
reform (Fullan 1991: 58-59). (It should be noted that 'major'
change is regarded as change at the whole school or system level
over an extended period, whereas 'minor' or small scale change
can happen every day or on a monthly or yearly basis in sections
of a school or the individual classroom.)

Il

•

•
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2.3.8

Problem-Solving and Bureaucratic Orientations

Whilst school districts can influence the initiation of change
their track record to date had not been sound (Fullan 1991: 5960).

In

this case study this was a key factor in the initiation stage.

Fullan states that there are countless other variables that could
influence whether a change program gets started but this
framework was developed using recent literature (Fullan 1991:
30). It will be used in this study because while there are many

continuities between it and the factors leading to the initiation
stage of multi-age grouping at Crisfield School, it is flexible
enough to allow analysis of other data which may not fit
perfectly into the framework. This will facilitate a better
understanding of what transpired and contribute to providing
an answer to the research questions, 'What was the relationship
between the initiation process and subsequent implementation
of multi-age grouping at Crisfield School?' and, 'What other
factors emerged during implementation of multi-age grouping
at Crisfield School that determined what change in practice
actually occurred?'
2.4.0

THE IMPLEMENTATION STAGE

The second framework Fullan (1991) has developed relates to
the Implementation Stage in the change process (Fullan 1991:
68). It lists nine factors which affect implementation and is as
follows.
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Figure 3:

Interactive Factors Affecting Implementation
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2.4.1

Need

Fullan describes how many innovations have been attempted
without really working out why. He stresses that for successful
implementation, teachers need to see the reason for change.
Ridden (1991) agrees stating,
A change should aim to solve a perceived problem or satisfy a
particular need. It should be relevant to the needs and aspirations of
the students and staff, and appropriate to the resources of the school.
(p.

10)

Pogrow (1996), quoting Peter Drucker states, 'ideas that become
successful innovations represent a solution that is clearly
definable, is simple and includes a complete system for
implementation and dissemination' (p. 657).
In suggesting a change model based on rational problem
solving, Havelock (1973) suggests that once the initial
disturbance (pressure from inside or outside, crisis etc.) is
acknowledged, the next step is, 'feeling of need and decision to
do something about it', which then leads to the diagnosis of the
need as a problem and then, searching for a solution (p. 7).
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It is only when a need is felt that change will take place (Day et
al 1985: 106). Rather than a rational process, in reality,
organisations change only when the people in them are willing
and able to do so (McAdams 1997: 141).
2.4.2

C l arity

Clarity (about goals and means) is essential to the
implementation of an innovation but its meaning is subtle.
Even though people agree on the need for change they may not
share the same sense of the implications of a reform (Fullan
1991: 70) .
Shields and LaRocque (1997) in a case study of six Canadian
schools introducing the idea of year-round schooling found one
of the reasons it failed was because there was lack of clarity
regarding the goals of the project. In developing clear goals it is
desirable that all the school community be involved. (Beare et
al 1 989: 138).
2.4.3

Complexity

This relates to the difficulty and extent of the change required of
the individuals responsible for the implementation (Fullan
1991: 71).
The extent of change is not universally accepted by all
researchers. On one hand, Berman and McLaughlin (1977, cited
in Fullan, 1991) found that, 'ambitious projects were less
successful in absolute terms of the percent of the project goals
achieved, but they typically stimulated more teacher change
than projects attempting less' (p. 88). Likewise, Fullan and Miles
(1992) warn that reforms fail because our attempts to solve
problems are frequently superficial (p. 747).
On the other hand, in studying corporate renewal, Beer et a/

(1990, cited in Fullan, 1993) found that, 'organizations should
start corporate revitalization by targeting small, isolated,
peripheral operations, not large, central, core operations (p. 60).
Senge (1990) sees that, 'small, well focused actions can
sometimes produce significant, enduring improvements, if
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they're in the right place' (p. 64). In fact, 'trying too much too
quickly runs the risk of not changing much at all in the long
term.' (McGaw et al 1992: 155).
Moreover, Pogrow (1996) highlights a common myth in reform:
'the best way to achieve school reform is through school-wide
change/restructure' (p. 659). He argues that there is little
evidence that whole schools generally need to be changed.
These different viewpoints demonstrate further that reform is
complex and that a range or certain combination of factors
impact of its success.
2.4.4

Quality and Practicality of Program

It is clear that for successful implementation an innovation
needs to be of a good quality. In regards to practicality, Fullan
(1991) states,
when adoption is more important than implementation, decisions are
frequently made without the follow-up or preparation time necessary to
generate adequate materials. Ambitious projects are nearly always

politically driven. As a result the time line between the initiation
decision and startup is typically too short to attend to matters of
quality. (Fullan

1991: 72)

The issue of adequate time is a consistent theme in the
literature. Bogotch

&

Kirby (1996) stress the importance of

teachers and principals spending ample time in problem
identification and resolution (p. 9). Fullan (1993) cites a study by
Cox and deFrees (1991) of ten schools in Maine, USA
participating in state-wide restructuring. Amongst other
findings they argue that, 'restructuring is all about time 
making time, taking time, finding more meaningful ways to
spend time' (p. 60). The assumption being that time has not
been used correctly.
2.4.5

The School District

The support of the school district in the implementation is
critical to the successful large scale change. Fullan (1991) in a
review of major studies found that local implementation at the
district level is essential if substantial improvement is the goal.
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Further, 'the chief executive officer and other key
administrators set the conditions for implementation to the
extent that they show specific forms of support and active
knowledge and understanding of the realities attempting to put
a change into practice' (p. 75). This requires the position of the
principal and his/her power to change at a single school level.
As stated earlier

in

Section 2.3.3 the structure of the Canadian

and NT education systems are not identical and there are areas
that do not mesh perfectly. The chief executive officer in the

NT

system is the Director-General, with two Deputy Director
Generals. For the purpose of this case study the Deputy Director
General Schools is regarded as key administrator acting at the
district level.
In a study of 'East Country', Fullan (1992) respondents saw the
need to build in involvement and support of line
administrators,
in successful cases - where district and schools are working effectively
to implement school and classroom improvements - neither
centralization (district controlled) nor decentralization (school-based)
dominates. Rather the pattern of success involves continuous two-way
negotiation, and mutual pressure and support between individual
schools and the district. (Fullan 1992: 75)

Pink (1989, cited in Fullan and Hargreaves, 1992) identified
twelve barriers to innovation-effectiveness. Of the twelve
obstructions, four related directly to the school district.
However, 'convincing a critical mass of teachers to adopt a
major reform project, especially one directly affecting
instruction, is a time consuming process fraught with practical
and political difficulties' (McAdams 1997: 140). McAdams
further suggests that to overcome difficulties there needs to be:
a n effective superintendent who must have a sense of personal
integrity, an articulated vision and mission, and the ability to
ensure the staff and school board to share the vision; stability
within the school district. Those involved in change have to be
there long enough, 'to shepherd reforms through until they are
institutionalised'; strong leadership at the chief executive level;
and, an understanding of the change process (pp. 141-142).
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This factor is particularly pertinent to this case study because it
was the Deputy Director-General Schools who was the initiator
of the innovation at the chief executive level.
2.4.6

The Community

By 'community' Fullan (1991) refers to the school board and
community. (In Australia this relates to the School Council,
parent and community, although it must be noted that
Canadian Board Trustees are paid, so there are different
motivations and these trustees are responsible for a broader
range of issues.) He found that the role of school councils is not
consistent in terms of implementing change varying from
apathy to active involvement - with the latter varying from
conflictual to cooperative modes depending on the conditions
(p. 76).
Miles (1987 cited in Beare et al 1989) researching the 'Project on
Improving Urban High Schools' in the USA found that
empowered staff was important, with a critical mass of actively
engaged people and groups such as the school council (p. 128).
Yet in a study of two Canadian schools, Shields (1994) found
that few parents felt they had any real influence, although
representatives of the 'academically talented or gifted fringe'
were involved, vocal and influential. She recommends that
schools need to: create formal procedures to ensure regular
participation of parents and students in local level policy
making; begin to equalise power; improve communication;
establish a mentor program; tolerate different perspectives and
viewpoints; and, be patient (p. 18).
Shields and LaRocque (1997) found that while parents were
represented on the local committee, there was not a diversity of
perspectives. A small group of parents with their own agenda
were able to cause the suspension of an innovation, namely
year-round schooling, even though a majority of parents were
supportive of it (p. 4).
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Camall (1990) concurs, posing the question,
What if an important and influential group of those involved

is

opposed to the changes? Much will depend on that group, its power and
nature of its opposition. Its members may be capable

of persuasion.

Other opportunities might be created for them. However, to the extent
that this is not so, then an outcome combining effective learning and

becomes more difficult. But we should not

see

this as a single event;

a process. Over a period of time some or aU of the members of
group may come to change their mind. (Camall

1990: 110)

such a

it is

This is applicable to this study given a number of active parent
members of the School Council who were forcefully and vocally
opposed to the introduction of multi-age grouping to Crisfield
School.
However, Fullan and Miles (1992) consider that resistance is
often misunderstood during the change process. 'Any
significant change involves a period of intense personal and
organizational learning and problem solving' (p. 748). Rather
than blaming resisters for slowing the reform process, we
should support and understand that change requires time.
'Reframing the legitimate basis of most forms of resistance will
allow us to get a more productive start and to isolate the real
problems of improvement' (p. 748). (Fullan 1993) entreats us to
see, 'problems as our friends' which means that conflict is
essential to any change effort (p. 27).
2.4.7

The Principal

Fullan (1991) states that all major research on innovation and
school effectiveness shows that the principal strongly influences
the likelihood of change, but that most principals do not play
instructional or change leadership roles (p. 76). It is clear the
principal is in a key position to encourage or discourage reform
in a school. 'Effective leaders must have the ability to create the
"right environment" - the right environment for team work,
commitment, collaboration, successful change, empowerment
and so on' (Fong 1996: 4).
There are reasons why a principal might want to introduce
change. Sergiovanni and Starratt (1971) suggest the reasons for
change might be, 'to increase personal control or status, to
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improve efficiency, to hurt a rival school faction, to increase
potential in increasing school goals and so on, but never for the
sake of change' (p. 156). Although it could be argued that some
administrators

in

changing for personal control or status may in

fact be changing for change sake.
Often the role of the principal is seen as one who continuously
encourages and sustains a culture of professional growth
(Binkley 1997: 59). In a two year study of eight principals in a
Canadian school district undergoing change, Binkley identified
three images of principals engaged in working through a district
policy change: one cluster of principals were, 'supporters of
teachers' decision making'; another group were 'facilitators of
shared values'; and, the third type of principals were those who,
'promoted mutual respect' (pp. 63-68).
Senge (1990) sees leaders who fare best as reflective and highly
moral individuals. Specifically, as: 'designers' who design the
learning processes whereby people in the organisation can deal
productively with the critical issues they face (p. 345); 'stewards'
who develop a unique relationship to a personal vision and
inspiration (p. 346); and, 'teachers' who help 'people achieve
more accurate, more insightful, and more empowering views of
reality' (p. 353). To Senge effective leaders build shared vision,
create and test models, balance inquiry and advocacy, see
interrelationships, defuse defensive routines, and focus on
areas of high leverage. Although, there are leaders who 'get
things done' who may not use these strategies.
(Rodrigues 1993) describes three characteristics of leaders as, 'the
innovator, the implementor and the pacifier' (p. 4). He describes
how during day-to-day organisational situations effective
leaders require all three of these characteristics: they must be
able to act as three dimensional leaders (p. 5).
In a study of twenty four schools involving 24 principals and
134 teachers in the USA, Kirby and Bogotch (1996) suggest,
all major restructuring efforts include explicit assumptions about shared
decisions lead to improved school outcomes. While there may not be

29
enough time in a day for principals to be comfortable with shared
decision making, our findings indicate that this particular discomfort
may be worth the effort. (p.

An

16}

interesting finding of Binkley's study (1997) was that

principals in a school district may interpret and implement
policy changes differently. She argues,
The education community has developed a language that is often
technical and different from common language used in conversation. ...
principals do not necessarily have a common understanding of that
language. Without a common understanding of language. policy is open
to interpretations. (Binkley

1997: 71)

Even with common language and understanding there may be
different interpretation. The implication of this for this case
study is that when the principal introduced multi-age grouping
into Crisfield School the principal may have interpreted key
concepts in the change process differently to other individuals
and groups involved in the reform.
Blackmore (1996) considers there are a number of inherent
paradoxes around issues of leadership and reform when
studying the reform towards self-management in schools: the
first being that while principal-led, rather than teacher-led
change is the focus, this top down approach goes against the
notion that fundamental change happens when there is a sense
of ownership and it is seen to be relevant to a particular group
of students or teachers (p. 2).
In a case study of a high school in a small rural community in

Canada undergoing change, (Sheppard and Brown 1996)
recommended four lessons for principals: in order to obtain and
sustain teacher commitment, the change goals must be
consistent with personal goals; strong leadership is required;
those who wish to engage a school staff in a significant change
must be willing to make a long term commitment to support
and facilitate the school's goals; by thinking systemically, a
single change can address multiple needs (p. 5).
The role of the principal in implementing change is important,
complex and fraught with inherent dangers.
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2.4.8

The Teachers

It is evident that in implementing many educational reforms
teachers play a major role. 'Change in education means change
in teachers' (Elliot 1975: 120). In a study of work practice in six
urban schools Little (1981, cited in Fullan 1991) found school
improvement was achieved when teachers worked with other
teachers and administrators talking, observing, planning,
evaluating and teaching each other (p. 78). Fullan (1991) states,
The theory of change that we have been evolving clearly points to the
importance of peer relationships in the school. Change involves
learning to do something new, and interaction is the primary basis for
social learning. (p. 77)

In 2.3.2 of this chapter it was noted that often teachers are too
busy to be aware of the latest reforms and yet they can be key
people in the implementation of change. One way to support
teachers in implementing change is to provide them with
professional development. Hargreaves (1992) and Bradley (1993)
argue that staff and teacher development are closely related to
successful change.
2.4.9

Government and Other Agencies

In Australia there have been a number of reforms that have
emanated from government such as, the move towards a
national curriculum and profiling, devolution and
performance management. Fullan (1991) reports of the gulf
between government agencies 'preoccupied with policy and
program initiation' and the local practitioner, the extent of
which means each is ignorant of the subjective world of the
other and consequently, reform will fail (p. 79).
In discussing changes to Australian universities and Technical
and Further Education system, Kaye (1994) commented that,
the fact that the change to a system was imposed by bureaucratic or
political policy makers rather than thought by members of the system
became a significant determinant of effective implementation of
change . ... (The result was that) the changes were swift but more
complicated than first thought. Ultimately, moreover, the process was
painful and led to a sustained period of hurting in both systems (Kaye
1994: 55, 56)
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Kaye suggests that rather than this top-down approach, a
collaborative model for change be used when all the
stakeholders agree on the need for change. Fullan (1993) agrees,
seeing top-down and bottom-up strategies as necessary. Pascale

(1990, cited in Fullan, 1993) feels that, 'change flourishes in a
"sandwich". When there is consensus above and pressure
below things happen' (p. 126).
Fullan's framework identifying the main factors which impact
on the effectiveness of implementation of an innovation is not
a lock step, fail-proof panacea to solve all the problems of
reform. In fact, the notion that there is one 'best' strategy is
simplistic. Hersey and Blanchard (1991) consider that while
there is no one best leadership style there is no one best strategy
for implementing change. They suggest that effective change
agents are those who can adapt their strategies to the demands
of their unique environment (p. 341).
In tracking the fate of an innovation it is also useful to be aware
that no reform will fit a given context perfectly and there will
always be modifications and adaptations made. However, it is
possible there can be the appearance of change but in reality
very little has changed, although this can be increasingly
difficult to monitor and assess (Hargreaves 1992: 45).
The two frameworks described above will be used in analysing
the data collected during this case study. There are similarities
between the factors developed by Fullan and research conducted
specifically on the initiation and implementation of multi-age
grouping. This will now be discussed in detail.

2.5.0

M U LTI-AGE G R O U PING
As stated above the innovation in this case study was the
introduction of major structural changes using multi-age
grouping in the early childhood section of Crisfield School. This
section provides an overview of literature relating to the
history of multi-age grouping, the Australian situation and
studies of the initiation and implementation of this
innovation.
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2.5.1

M ulti-age Grouping - Origins
Multi-age grouping had its beginnings in small school house
situations where, through necessity children of a variety of ages
learned together. The foundational work of Goodlad and
Anderson (1959) proposed a system of nongraded classes that
would allow students to progress at their own pace. They
presented a compelling argument which showed that even in a
class based on chronological homogeneity, there was a spread of
at least four years in terms of student readiness for learning (p.
3). As children moved through the primary school this spread
increased (p. 9).
This study also demonstrated that although some children who
were developmentally slower than other children of a similar
chronological age, improved academically when held back in a
class, i.e. not promoted, a much larger number actually did
worse (p. 35). Furthermore, they found that 'repeaters': preferred
to associate with companions from upper grades in the
playground; generally did not receive the social approval or
acceptance of the regularly promoted who are in the upper
grades; received significantly more ratings as being unfriendly,
cruel and bullying to classmates; and, they were shown to have
an alarming degree of low self-confidence, self-respect and
general feelings of well-being (p. 37).
This work has been confirmed by other studies ( Brown and
Martin 1989; Miller 1990; Pavan 1992; McClay 1996; Pavan 1993).
Pavan (1993) found that: studies of standardised tests, and
mental health and attitudes were positive towards nongraded
schools; the longer students were in a nongraded environment
the more likely they were to have positive attitudes towards
school and academic achievement; and, culturally diverse,
lower socio-economic or under-achieving students benefited
from being in nongraded classes (pp. 64-{)8).

In a review of research evaluating different forms of nongraded
programs from 1958-1985, Gutierrez and Slavin (1995) revealed
that overall, the nongraded elementary school has many
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benefits academically, socially and emotionally but, that this
depends on the type of program used. Programs where the focus
was on individualised instruction, 'were less consistently
associated with (academic) achievement gain' (p. 64).

Pratt

(1993) in a review of thirty experimental studies in multi

age grouping in classrooms carried out between

1948 and 1983 in

the USA and Canada found that although many studies did not
provide complete statistical data, multi-age grouping had no
consistent effect on academic achievement but had a generally
favourable effect on social and emotional development

(pp. 49-

51).
2.5.2

Defining M ulti-age Grouping
The term 'nongraded' is interchangeable with a number of
other terms namely, 'multi-age', 'multi-level grouping', 'multi
year', 'mixed-age', 'continuous progress', 'vertical grouping' and
'family grouping'. Although there are arguably minor
differences between some of these, in the literature it appears
they are accepted as being the same (Department of Education
South Australia; McClay

1996).

However, it is important to note that while these terms are
generally interchangeable, there is a variety of definitions or
meanings. Accordingly, this impacts on this study, particularly
when considering the question of when the fine tuning of an
innovation results in it no longer resembling the original
innovation. (In other words, at what point does the caterpillar
become the butterfly, and are they the same thing?)

'Multi-age grouping' will be used predominantly in this study
because it was the term used by the Deputy Director-General
Schools and the principal who were the officers responsible for
the initial introduction of multi-age grouping into Crisfield
School.

A simple definition of multi-age grouping is, 'a class where
there is a range of ages' and could have been chosen for this
study, however, any class could be described as multi-age
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grouping under this interpretation (McClay 1996: 6). She
suggests,
The term multi-age ... define(s) the practice of teaching students of
multiple ages and abilities without year level constraints and
requirements. ... an environment where the teacher provides

a

developmentally appropriate curriculum based on children's needs.
(McClay 1996: 6,

7)

Politano and Davies (1994) state that while a multi-age class is a
class composed of children of different ages intentionally,
grouped for learning, it is not just a way of organising, but
rather, a reflection of the way the teacher understands how
children learn, i.e. developmentally (p.1).
The 'official' definition cited in the report for the Deputy
Director-General Schools (1994) has been used in this study. It
states that multi-age grouping is where,
Students of different ages purposely placed together out of
philosophical preference, who actively participate in the learning

process together in a variety of group settings. (O'Sullivan

1994, p. 33)

The word 'philosophy' is important because the Northern
Territory Department of Education Multi-age Grouping Project
Officers emphasise this aspect of multi-age grouping (personal
communication). Other writers (Surbeck 1992; Alessi et al 1994)
concur. Alessi et al (1994) comment,
It is important when defining multi-age groups, that the emphasis is
placed on the philosophical basis which underlies the actual classroom
structure ... This philosophy which is based on a developmental
frameworks asserts that young children do not all possess the same

skills or maturity at the same chronological age. (p. 1)

Further, this philosophy includes the understandings that:
children's learning is seen as developmental: an individual's
progress can be irregular; and, assessment is based on
comparison of the child's progress over time rather than to a
level deemed appropriate to that age (Anderson 1987: 5&-59).
Marshak (in Fogarty, 1995) cites six qualities of multi-age
grouping summarised as:

•
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1) multi-age classrooms include students who cover a two year
span in chronological age and would otherwise be placed in
different grades
2) each student remains in the classroom with the same
teacher(s) for at least two school years
3) the teacher perceives each student not as a members of a
grade groupings but as an individual with several qualities
and capabilities, not all of which are at the same grade level of
development
4) the children learn to perceive each other less in terms of

grade membership and more in terms of personal qualities
and capabilities
5) a multi-age classroom generates more profound
relationships between teacher and students, among students
and between teacher and parents
6) the multi-age grouping transforms the teacher's pedagogy

from one focussing on the middle range to one which meets
the needs of diverse individuals (pp. 89-90).
An

interesting aspect of this description is the notion that

teachers will stay with students for at least two years. Jones and
Jeanroy (1996) at Concrete Elementary School, Washington,
USA also suggest that students should stay with the same
teacher for longer than a year. When multi-grouping was
presented to the Crisfield School community, i.e. staff and
parents, this was presented as an essential feature because it
would allow for continuity and less disruption for both the
teacher and children.
An

offshoot of children staying with their teacher for two or

more years, is that children would be 'tracked' as they moved
through the school, so that a child would not be the youngest,
middle or oldest every year. This would mean that children
would gain the academic, social and emotional benefits being
the youngest, middle or oldest. This was stated by both the
Deputy Director-General Schools and the principal as a
fundamental part of multi-age grouping at Crisfield School.
This was a significant reason why the Deputy Director-General
Schools introduced multi-age grouping, given her own school
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experiences when she was the youngest in most of her primary
classes. (This feature is not supported in the literature reviewed
b y the researcher.)

In other contexts it is suggested that multi-age goes hand in
hand with team teaching and cooperative planning (McClay,

1996).

At Concrete Elementary School, Jones and Jeanroy

(1996)

regarded team teaching as 'the cornerstone' of their multi-age
program (p.

23).

Though it is not necessarily an essential

element given the one teacher 'small school house' examples of
multi-age grouping.

(Potter

1995)

list the benefits of multi-age grouping such as:

continuity for the all as the child, teacher and parents get to
know each other well; socially the child thrives; children can
progress academically, socially and emotionally at their own
pace; and, children with special needs can be better catered for
(pp.

128-139).

McClelland and Kinsey

(1996)

in a recent

investigation suggest that multi-age grouping may indeed
encourage positive social behaviour and relationships between
children, and reduce aggressive and disruptive behaviour (p.

1).

They suggest the reason for this could be attributed the
consistency over time of relationships between teachers,
students and parents.

(Potter

1995)

also cite disadvantages as: more demands being

placed on the teacher; clashes of personality; the personality of
the teacher impacts on a child over three years; and, the stability
of staff (pp.

130-131).

Katz

(1996)

lists other disadvantages which

mainly relate to older children not being extended intellectually
and being asked to constantly being asked to help others, and
younger students being overwhelmed by older children.
Concerns of parents and teachers regarding the academic needs
of the oldest child were also raised in other studies (Byrnes,
Shuster and Jones,
p.

1994:

Walsh

1989

in Byrnes, Shuster & Jones

16).

In interviewing seven experienced teachers working in multi
age classrooms, Marshak

(1996)

found that some teachers did
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not think there were any disadvantages for students but did
admit that multi-age did take more preparation time and it
required more time building up a range of resources (p. 106).
However, multi-age grouping has been particularly appropriate
to early childhood sections of primary schools, especially as a
way to cater for new entrants from pre-school at five years of
age. It is of value here because chronological and mental ages do
not correspond, while children of average intellectual ability
may have excellent social skills. Multi-age grouping allows for
this uneven development (Carter 1994: 12).
2.5.3

The Australian Story
In Australia until 1993 there were no schools implementing
multi-age grouping as a result of government policy, although
for at least 100 years previously a number of schools, including
rural schools in the states of NSW and Victoria, had used the
concept and structures for years (Alessi et al 1994: 3) . Victoria
began its Pilot Project involving twenty eight government and
eight Catholic schools in 1993 (Carter 1994: 13).
This history is similar to the NT where multi-age classes had
been in used for a long time

in

some schools, usually small,

remote-area schools where numbers and teacher-pupil ratios
forced schools to have classes with a wide spread of ages.
However, most of these classes still maintained teaching
programs based on grade or year levels. Further, these
groupings related to administrative solutions rather than a
philosophical standpoint which, as stated earlier, is an essential
part of multi-age grouping.
Notwithstanding this, for a number of years some primary
schools, including Crisfield School, had multi-age grouping and
family grouping used in isolated situations where teachers
chose to use it. It was not until 1993 that multi-age grouping was
introduced as a whole school concept at the system level
(O'Sullivan 1994).
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2.5.4

Initiation & Implementation of Multi-age Grouping
The introduction of multi-age grouping requires a great deal of
support from all the key players, including the staff, parents,
principal and the higher levels of the education department.
Goodlad and Anderson

(1959) describe a study where

respondents from thirty four schools were asked about the
nongraded program at their schools. Three important questions
were:
•

What contributed most to the successful development of the
program?

•

what were the most difficult blocks or problems to over
come?

•

What adv ice would you give to other schools systems
contemplating the introduction of a nongraded plan? (p.

170)

In relation to the first question, they found that the top three
factors contributing to the successful development were: a
strong interest and desire on the part of teachers; careful study
by the staff of other plans in existence and local study; and, the
effective use of the Parent and Teacher Association and other
public relations channels. Some other factors included (in order
of merit): staff concerns about pupil retention; parent
conferences and meetings; special interest and leadership
shown by a teacher, principal, superintendent, or supervisor;
and, continuous parent education emphasis (p.

171).

(Note, how

the involvement of the superintendent appears to be less
influential than Fullan

(1991) suggested earlier.)

Goodlad and Anderson

(1959) cited problems including: grade

level expectation habits of teachers; reluctance of traditionalists,
i.e. those who prefer single-age classes to try something
different; and, general problems providing understanding to
parents. Other problems included assessment concerns, parents
with grade level expectations, resource implications and the
mobility of staff and students (p.

171).

Recommendations from the study made t o school districts
contemplating the introduction of nongraded classes are shown
in Table

1 (p. 173).
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Table 1 : Recommendations to School Districts Contemplating the
Introduction of Nongraded Plans (as Reported by Thirty Four
Communities)
kequency

ot mention

Recommendations

Take time toget fullparental understandingand consent.

13

Get the cooperation of all teachers and staff members:
commonphilosophy and knowledge.

10

Move slowly, evaluate every move.

9

Work closely with your Parents and Teacher Association and
9

keep them informed on progress.
Introduce the plan in one grade at a time, over a period of
years.

8

Have a soundprogram of testing and evaluation.

6

Help teachers move toward a complete understanding of
5

child development.
Study other nongraded plans in operation; adapt as

5

necessary.
Don't do it simply to be doing something

new;

it takes desire

and hard work.

4

Above all, understand what you are doing and why.

3

Report carefully toparents on pupil progress.

3

Use the conference method of reporting of pupil progress.

2

Emphasise the plan in teacher recruitment.

2

Get Board of Education support in the early stages.

2

Work with teachers first, then parents.

2

Give plenty of consideration to unbiased teacher judgment.

1

Make sure leaders are the best informed of all.

1

Protect teachers from large class sizes.

1

Prepare and assist faculty (e.g. help from aides).

1

Never use the word 'experiment'.

1

Don't be discouraged by disappointments or setbacks.

1

Have a strongprogram for the entrance of children.

1

Be sure seconda

1

teachers are well informed.

Work toward a system-wideplan (one school isn't enough).
rs, etc.
Have a plan for explaining the system to parents new to the
district.

1
1

1
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2.5.5

Multi-age Grouping and Parental Support

In a further study Goodlad and Anderson (1987) again reiterated
the importance of getting parental support before implementing
multi-age grouping. Parental support was the second most
important factor leading to program success. Other writers
(Miller 1967; Lewis 1969; Hunter 1992; Schrenko 1993; Byrnes,
Shuster

&

Jones 1994; McClellan 1995; Jeanroy 1996; McClay 1996

cited in Byrnes, Shuster and Jones 1994), and official materials
from the Education Department of South Australia, and the
Northern Territory Department of Education also identify
parental support and community orientation as very necessary
when setting up a multi-age program.
Miller (1996) in a study of four Northwest elementary schools in
Oregon, USA who have successfully provided multi-age
education for at least four years, found that principals worked
closely with staff and parents to develop relationships of
openness, trust and mutual respect. 'Gaining community and
parental support for the change effort was consistently No. 1
priority. Futhermore, 'dialogue among staff and between school
and community created a collective vision uniting teacher
commitment into a powerful force to change (Miller 1996: 5).
However, not all staff involved parents and community to the
same degree' (p. 6).
In

a study of parents and students attitudes towards multi-age

grouping after the first year of implementation Byrnes, Shuster
and Jones (1994) found that student attitudes to multi-age or
same-age classrooms tended to reflect those of their parents (p.
20). This study also stressed the importance of getting
information to parents. It found that 90% of parents said they
received information from their children; 78% from the teacher
and 51% from school administrators. They recommend that
teachers need to be very much a part of the promotion of the
multi-age program (p. 21). McClay (1996) concurs, stating that
teachers need open dialogue with parents, at the beginning
school year and continuing through the year (p. 60).
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2.5.6

Multi-age Grouping and Teachers
As well as parents, Goodlad and Anderson (1959) identified
teachers as a key group in terms of successful implementation
of multi-age grouping. Successful change has often come from
teachers initiating reforms (Surbeck 1992: 4). Miller (1996) found
that a constant factor in all four successful multi-age schools
was that teachers' dedication to the needs of students was
obvious (p. 5L i.e. a learner-centred curriculum approach.
This means that teachers need adequate training. Miller (1993)
comments that, 'teachers of the 60s and 70s discovered that time
requirements and skills needed to be effective were simply

11ot a

part of their prior training or experience' (p. 110). Other writers
(Surbeck 1992; Jeanroy 1996) and the paper, 'Developing Flexible
Strategies'(1992: 17) from the National Board of Employment,
Education and Training all stress the importance of initial and
on-going training of teachers.
2.5.8

Multi-age Grouping and Time
Another consistent theme

in

the literature is the need to give

time to all the groups involved, particularly during the
initiation stage (Surbeck 1992; McClellan 1995). It is clear that
after more than thirty years of multi-age grouping, care needs to
be taken when implementing this program and that, 'no school
makes radical changes to grouping without considerable
thought and discussion (Potter 1995: 132).
Surbeck (1995) suggests that approximately two years is needed
for planning which included observing other programs and
opportunities to collaborate with other teachers (p. 4). Miller
(1995) recommends that all stakeholders need to take time to
review research based material. (Martinez 1991, cited in Surbeck
1995) suggests that programs cannot be evaluated for three to six
years after their initiation (p. 4).
The staff at Mill Park Primary school, Melbourne, Australia
agreed that they needed a two year lead-in period to share
information with parent and staff. It took from 1988 to 1993 for
the school to implement a whole school multi-age structure
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(O'Sullivan 1994: 45). The most recent school in the

NT

to

implement multi-age grouping has taken over two years of
planning and preparation and will slowly move to whole
school implementation over the next three to five years
(personal communication).
McEwan (1994) in discussing strategies for successful change,
identified time as a, 'resource (which) cannot be
underestimated. Ensure adequate time by organising the work,
assigning adequate resources to ensure completion, and
milestones to encourage adherence to deadlines' (p. 7).
2.5.9

The Extent of Change

The scale of change was another factor in successful change
(Miller 1990) listing six key principles that arose from his
research into the introduction of multi-age grouping suggests
the, 'strategic, incremental steps-rather than large leaps not well
thought out and articulated-facilitate and improve the
likelihood of success' (p. 8).

2.6.0

SUMMARY

This chapter reviewed some of the literature relating to
innovation and change and multi-age grouping. It began by
indicating that the path of reform in education since the 1960s
and 1970s has not been smooth. Success has eluded many of
those involved in the change process, including government
officials, district boards, principals, teachers and students.
Michael Fullan has been influential in reflecting on change
over the past three decades. It is from his own research and
reviewing other's, he has developed a sense of the meaning of
change.
From his work he has created a simple model of change which
included initiation, implementation, continuation and
outcome. He has developed and refined frameworks describing
factors affecting the initiation and implementation stages of
change.
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This review also outlined key elements of the innovation, i.e.
multi-age grouping which is the major change being researched.
Although there are a number of interpretations of what
constitutes multi-age grouping, a class with a range of ages,
based on a philosophical approach which regards children's
learning as developmental, appear to be the essential features.
Other aspects include team teaching, cooperative planning and
teaching, teachers having a class for two or more years and the
tracking of children to make sure children are not always the
oldest, middle of youngest in the group.
The research into the introduction of multi-age grouping shows
that many of the findings correlate to factors Fullan (1991)
identified in his frameworks. These include needs - goal
setting, clarity, complexity - scale of change and time required,
the community - parental support and involvement, teachers
and the district board.
This literature review has shown that introducing reform, such
as whole school multi-age grouping, is not to be done without
considered forethought and planning. It has highlighted the
need to add to the growing body of research which seeks to
discover the delicate interplay of variables present during the
initiation and implementation stages, in an attempt to better
understand the change process, thus enabling more effective
reform in the future. To discover if there is an optimum
combination of factors which increases the possibility of
successful change is the goal. Reviewing this literature has also
revealed a model developed by Michael Fullan (1991) which
will be used to organise and analyse the data. It will also be used
to discuss the findings which have come from this case study of
the multi-age grouping project at Crisfield School.
In the next chapter the research methodology used in this case
study will be described in detail.
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CHAPTER 3
3.1

-

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

INTRODU CTION

In Chapter 2 a review of relevant literature was provided. It
included an examination of literature about the change process
and provided a detailed description of two frameworks
suggested by Michael Fullan (1991) which will be used in
Chapter 4

-

Findings. It also contained an outline of current

writings on multi-age grouping including studies on its
implementation. From this review it became clear that there
was a need to conduct this case study.
Given the historical background of this case study, a research
methodology was needed which would cater for its flexible
nature. In this chapter I will discuss the type of methodology
used, including the limits of the study, the context of the
researcher, the nature of the relationship with the informants
and ethical considerations. Note, that the personal pronoun 'I'
will be used because much of this chapter involves personal
reflection on myself as a researcher and my relationship to the
informants.
3.2.0

METHODOLOGY
A case study approach was used in this study. Case studies are
often, 'opportunistically' set up (Stenhouse, 1988) and this study
was no exception. As stated in Chapter 1 the insistence by some
parents at Crisfield School to evaluate the multi-age grouping
program provided the impetus for this study to be initiated.
Popkewitz, (1984) suggests that the case study approach is
believed to be more democratic and less elitist in orientation
than other methodologies. The people involved in the program
are also involved in the creation of the evaluation, the telling
of the story and the assigning of value to the endeavour (p. 175).
Parent members of the Crisfield School community were the
ones who initiated the study and had a great deal of input,
especially in the early stages.
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Case studies are characterised by investigating a single
individual group, event or institution or culture (Wiersma
1991: 390). Fox (1969) states they are unlike mass surveys
because,
In contrast to the mass survey which is content with relatively
superficial description of groups or masses of people, the case study
survey seeks to achieve a deep and involved understanding and
description of individuals. The basic rationale for the case study is that
there are processes and interactions, such as aspects of personality and
social functioning, which cannot be studied except as they interact and
operate within an individuaL Moreover, this argument runs, the
probability is that if we Jearn how these processes interact in some few
individuals we shall also learn much about the processes in the

abstract, and ultimately learn all there is to know about them. (p. 427)

Cavanagh (1992) states that the strengths of case studies are: they
can be tailored to specific research site; the researcher can ask
direct questions of the people closely involved in the study, be
guided by what they think is valuable and often critical issues
can be solved on the spot; and, they are dynamic pleasant and
highly unpredictable.
Stenhouse (1988) describes four types of case studies: the
ethnographic; the evaluative; the educational; and, the action
research. In many ways, this study could be described as an
ethnographic case study, given that ethnographic studies aim,
amongst other outcomes, to discover and describe the 'culture'
of a site (Spradley 1979; Dobbert 1982; Hammersley 1983).
Dobbert (1982) defines culture as, 'a shared set of patterns' (p. 10).
All institutions have their own culture: their rituals, symbols
and meanings. The essence of doing a case study is acquiring,
sharing and dealing with this culture. (Hammersley 1983: 80)
This study attempts to describe the 'culture' of Crisfield School
as it prepared for, implemented and fine tuned multi-age
grouping into its organisational structure.
Ethnographic studies rely heavily on observation, description
and qualitative judgements or interpretation of whatever
phenomena are being studied. (Wiersma 1991). Here,
The ethnographer participates, overtly or covertly, in people's
(organisation's) daily lives for an extended period of time, watching

what happens, listening to what is said, asking quest10ns; in fact,

collecting whatever data is available to throw light on the issues with

which he or she is concerned. (Hammersley 1983: 2)

In this study I was able to spend time over a five-year period
watching, listening, asking questions and collecting data from a
range of sources including: two parent surveys; interviews with
many of the main 'players'; field notes of School Council
meetings, parent meetings, professional development sessions;
and, a range of written documents relating to this issue.
A major benefit of ethnography is that it enables researchers to
obtain 'rich' (Erickson 1980) or 'thick' descriptions as they
attempt to creatively make sense of their social worlds (Geertz,
1973). Futhermore,
Ethnographers attempt to describe systematically the characteristics
of va.riables and phenomena, to generate and refine conceptual
categories, to discover and validate associations among phenomena
with comparable phenomena in another setting. Hypotheses, or causal

propositions fitting the data and contructs generated, then may be
developed and confirmed. (Goetz 1984: 33)

The classical role of the ethnographic researcher is participant
observer (Dobbert 1982: 102). Hargreaves ( 1967) defines this as
where the investigator accepts a role within the social situation
studies: participating as a member of the group as well as
observing it (p. 93). Dobbert (1982) extends this definition
stating,
The best way to define a participant observation is to distinguish it
from the ordinary participation of a group member or from straight
participation by a researcher acting as a pseudomember of the group . ...
Participant observation may, at the other end of the scale, be
distinguished from pure observation. The pure observer is the
astronomer studying black holes or a psychologist viewing a classroom
through a one way mirror. The participant observer tries to become at
least partially socialized into the situation. (pp. 102, 103)

Junker ( 1960, cited in Hammersley and Atkinson 1983: 93)
provides a similar useful description of the social roles for
fieldwork and is very similar to Gold's (1958) typology. Figure 4
shows these roles.
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Figure 4 : Theoretical Social Roles for Fieldwork

FieJdwoi'X
Comparative involvement:
subjectivity and sympathy
Participant as
Observer
II

Comparative detachment:
objectivity and sympathy
Observer as
Participant
Ill
Complete
Observer

Complete
Participant
IV

(Source: Junker 1960: 36 Chicago University Press)

Wolcott's (1988: 194) description of the three styles of the
participant observer are noteworthy and relate to Junker's
description. They are: active participant; privileged observer,
and limited observer.
During this study my role changed. In terms of Junker's
description of roles, I began as a Complete Participant as a parent
member of the School CounciL When the Multi-age Grouping
Sub-committee asked me to take the draft survey to the
Northern Territory Department of Education's Principal
Research Officer, my role began to change. After I agreed to take
the implementation of multi-age grouping on as a research
project, I became a Participant as Observer. This subsequently
changed over the following years as I began to interview people,
making research proposals available and asking consent forms
to be signed. At this point I was becoming Observer as
Participant.
It was during the later part of the study when I revisited the site
and multi-age grouping had become almost a non-issue, that I
considered my role changed to almost being a Complete
Observer. This reflection could also be done using Wolcott's
model. The result would be similar moving from active
participant to privileged observer to limited observer. This
indicates that throughout this study my role was dynamic in
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response to the stage of data collection, but more importantly
linked to the life cycle of the innovation itself.
One of the major disadvantages of participant obserYation cited
by Dobbert ( 1983) and Junker (1960) is that the researcher can get
too close to the situation to see the patterns as they emerge. It
can also be very overwhelming, particularly if the role of
complete participant is chosen.
The issue of subjectivity versus objectivity is one with which
researchers have long grappled, especially qualitative
researchers. Roman and Apple ( 1990) state that being subjective
is to be biased and allow one's values to enter into and prejudice
the outcome of one's research (p. 38). Bias, defined by Leedy
(1993) as any influence, condition, or set of conditions that
singly or together distort the data from what may have been
obtained under the conditions of pure chance, is very difficult to
detect (p. 212).
Often quantitative researchers are viewed as looking at
objective data, while the qualitative researcher is dealing with
subjective data that exists in the minds of the people being
studied. It is essential to understand the meaning these people
attaches to the events in their environment (Leedy 1993: 144).
Futhermore, Dobbert (1982) states that human beings are not
objective and act on the basis of their social positions. Therefore
one cannot understand subjective beings by means of a
detached, objective observations (p. 6). Leedy (1993) suggests that
to overcome bias, first the researcher needs to acknowledge that
bias is likely. Then, from this admission explore how this bias
may affect the research and bear this in mind when making
hypotheses.
As the researcher, I was constantly aware that my insider
knowledge of the research site and informants may have
affected the way I conducted the study but I endeavoured to
minimise i t by using other people such as fellow researchers
and a teacher from the school to provided critical feedback. The
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possibility of bias being present in the research was a benefit,
because it meant from the outset I had to deal with it.
So in many ways this study can be described as ethnographic in
its design but it is of benefit to, again apply Stenhouse's (1988)
description of case studies to explore this a little further.

A

superficial glance at the research question might lead one to
regard this study as being more akin to Stenhouse's 'evaluati\·e
case study' which is,
a single case study ... studied in depth with the purpose of pro\'idmg
educational actors or decision makers (administrators, teachers,
parents, pupils etc) with information that

l help them judge the

w il

merit and worth of poicies,
l
programmes or institutions. (p.

50)

While this study does track the fate of an innovation (multi-age
grouping), it does not aim to provide information regarding the
merit or worth of it. Rather, it looks at the educational action
that took place through, 'the systematic reflective
documentation of experience' (Stenhouse 1988: 50) and as such
is an 'educational case study' which adopts a strategy close to the
ethnographer (Keith 1971) and the evaluator (Hamilton 1977).
Therefore to summarise, this study can be described an
educational case study, using many ethnographic strategies.
3.2. 1

Data Collection Tools
The main data collection tools were:
•

a survey of parents of early childhood children, conducted
twice: first at the end of the first year of operation and then a
year later

•

interviews with a majority of those closely involved in the
implementation of the innovation

•

field notes taken from school assemblies, various meetings,
including the sub-committee set up to 'evaluate' the
program, professional development sessions

•

an event analysis of a Multi-age Grouping Sub-committee
meeting

•

notes taken from a variety of written materials such as staff
meeting minutes, a booklet prepared by the principal in
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response to parents' questions and school statistical
information.
The choice of data collection methods was made in order to
increase the reliability and validity of the study. ln quantitati\·e
studies Fox (1969) defines reliability as,
the accuracy of the data in the sense of their stab1hty, repeatability, or
precision. A perfect reliable data collection instrument is one, if
administered twice under the same circumstances, would provide
identical data. (p. 353)

This poses a great problem for the ethnographic researcher who
is studying unique situations and phenomena. Often it is the
quantitative researcher who focuses heavily on reliability,
whilst the qualitative researcher tends to concentrate on
validity (Stainback and Stainback, 1984).
However, this is not to say that ethnographic or educational
case studies do not pay attention to reliability. On the contrary,
these studies take great pains to ensure that the observations
made are reliable, i.e. are not biased by idiosyncrasies of the
observer, a research instrument or a subject or by the constraints
of time and place.

In

short, reliable observations are those any

similarly situated observer would make (Denzin 1978: 105).
The qualitative researcher is also aiming for valid observations
which Dobbert (1982) defines as the degree to which the research
reflects a clear, representative picture of a situation. Validity has
also been defined as, 'the extent to which procedure actually
accomplishes what it seeks to measure' (Fox 1969: 367). A
strength of ethnographic work is its validity (Goetz 1984).
It must be remembered that although validity and reliability
may appear to be easier for the quantitative researcher, absolute
validity and reliability cannot be obtained in any science.
(Dobbert 1982: 259)
Nevertheless, when designing this research I was seeking to
achieve the most valid and reliable data possible. Consequently
I

decided to collect data from a range of sources which,
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avoids thC' risks that stem from reliance on a smg le lund of data· the
possibility that one's findings are method dependent The multi
-

stranded character of ethnography provides the bas1s for tnangulahon
in which data of different kinds can be systematically compared. In our
view this is the most effective manner in wh1ch reacllntv
. and other
threats can be handled. (Hammerslev 1983: 24)

Triangulation seeks to enhance the reliability and \'alidity

by

giving at least several frames of reference or perspecti\·es in the
analysis of the same set of data (Leedy 1993: 143). Each research
method has its own means of acting on the environment
reveals peculiar elements of symbolic reality (Denzin

and

1978:292).

Multiple triangulation ensures that data of different kinds is
systematically compared. 'It is time consuming but gi\·es added
depth to the description of the social meaning involved in the
setting' (Hammersley 1983: 198).
Carspecken (1996) suggests that the use of multiple recording
devices and observers can help support objective validity
claims. Other techniques include returning to the field
frequently, spending a lot of time there, using low inference
vocabulary in written records, using peer de-briefing to check
for biases and member checks, i.e. sharing notes with the people
being studied (Carspecken 1996: 88-89) .
Many of these techniques were incorporated in the study, For
example, I was able to maintain my links with the site for over
four years. A long term study is regarded as being very valuable
(Evans 1968). Further it,
permits time-sampling procedures, the identification of factors
intervening in the social scene across some period of time and the

retrospective tracing of phenomena isolated in the terminal phases of

the study. (Goetz 1984: 45)

I also sent the informants copies of their interview transcripts to
check for accuracy and giving them another opportunity to add
or delete information. However, peer de-briefing really only
happened during the analysis stage.
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3.2.2

S urveys

The surveys were developed by a School Council sub
committee charged with the task to 'evaluate' multi-age
grouping. This in itself created some difficulties in that the
purpose of the survey was not clear. Some members of the
committee saw it as a way to show that most parents did not
approve of multi-age grouping and the predicted negative result
would put an end to its implementation; others felt it would
simply give parents an opportunity to raise any concerns vvhich
might be addressed by the school before implementation began;
and others just wanted to see what parents thought.
The use of a survey as a data collection tool is a sound one
given that the benefits include: they are very economical,
yielding the greatest amount of information per research dollar;
they allow the respondents time to think about their answers;
they may allow respondents to be more honest particularly with
sensitive issues (although this is not conclusive); and, they are
less biased toward socially acceptable responses than other forms
of data collection (Chadwick 1984).
However, there are disadvantages connected with the use of
surveys that must be noted.

A

major difficulty is that the

language used has to be very clear and concise, free of
inappropriate jargon or technical language and assumptions
(Leedy 1993). The nature of language means that this can never
be fully achieved but the researcher needs to be ever mindful of
this aspect.
Other disadvantages or limitations are: the researcher is not able
to follow-up or expand some of the ideas that have been
expressed, unlike the interview situation; and, the respondent
may not be the person who was given the survey but a spouse
or family member (Chadwick 1984).
A final disadvantage I have observed from my own experience

in completing surveys is that some respondents may simply
'tick a box' and not take time to think about their responses.
This could be pertinent to this study as hassled parents rushed
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to complete the survey during the morning chaos of getting
children to school.
Given the above pros and cons, the use of surveys in this study
did provide comprehensive information from the parent body
which would not have been possible using other data collection
methods. However, there were limits to this method in this
particular context which will be addressed in Section 3.3 of this
chapter.
The first survey was developed by the Multi-age Grouping Sub
committee. Members of the committee agreed to individually
formulate possible questions which were then discussed with
the group and included in draft survey. Most of the questions
were in the form of a statement, using a five point Likert scale,
ranging from 'strongly disagree' to 'strongly agree'. At the end of
each section there was space for an open ended comment. The
draft was then given to the Principal Research Officer of the
Northern Territory Department of Education, who provided
some 'expert' advice. Not all his suggestions were adopted by
the group, but a major one, to make the statements both
positive and negative, was accepted.
The first survey comprised Section A which focussed on multi
age grouping in general and the school system; and Section B
which focussed on the child's emotional, academic and social
progress; and parent-teacher communication. For parents with
more than one child, which was often the case, an additional
Section B form for each child was included.
The surveys were sent out through the school. Two envelopes
accompanied the survey: one smaller and unmarked for the
survey and a larger one for the survey envelope marked with
the name of the family (to determine who had returned theirs).
Parents were given three weeks to complete the survey. In the
early childhood section around 100 surveys were given out and
the return was 82, which is a 82% return rate.
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The second survey (see Appendix

2) was conducted a year later.

To enable comparison, the survey was identical to the first
except that a section was added at the beginnin g, with 'screening
questions to identify certain sub-groups' (Chadwick

1984).

This

meant that it was possible to identify parents who had
completed the survey the previous year from those who had
not.

In

the second survey around

100

forms were sent out in the

same manner as the first: sixty two were returned. This was not
as high a return rate as for the first and will be discussed in
Chapter

3.2.3

4.

Interviews
Fifteen interviews were conducted over a four-year period,
involving ten people. The ethnographic interview shares many
features with a 'friendly conversation' (Spradley

1979).

Given

my links with school and established relationships with
informants (see Section

3.4)

this style of interviewing was very

natural. In terms of the informants there was no appreciable
language barrier because of my long term professional and
personal links to the school community.

However, this meant that I needed to be constantly aware that
the interview was focussed. For all the interviews I prepared a
list of questions beforehand (see Appendix

3).

This gave

structure to the interviews and helped 'formalise' them. This
may be contrary to traditional ethnographic interviewing
methods where the researcher goes into the interview with at
best a list of issues (Hammersley

1983:113).

It was appropriate to

this study, as well as a requirement of the ethics clearance
gained from the University Ethics Committee.

Leedy

(1993)

recommends that the questions for interview

should be carefully planned and accurately worded (p.

192).

The

questions used in this study were a mixture of closed questions
such as, 'When did you first hear about multi-age grouping at
Crisfield School?', asked at the beginning of the interview:
leading to more open-ended questions, such as, 'In hindsight
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how would you improve the way multi-age grouping was
introduced into the school?' towards the end of the interview.
A

heavily inductive method of data gathering was used because

specific categories were not determined before entering the field,
although there were general areas pursued (Erickson 1980). This
was clearly demonstrated by the questions asked at the
interviews which covered specific elements of multi-age
grouping at Crisfield School.
The choice of informants itself can have an influence on the
type and quality of the data collected. It is acknowledged that
there,
is the problem of identifying informants who can provide data.
Different informants represent different groups of constituents: they
provide researchers access to some people, but preclude access to others .
... Threats to reliability posed by informant bias are handled most
commonly by careful description of those who provided the data. Such
characterization includes personal dimensions relevant to the
researcher as well as dimensions significant to the informant and others
in the group. External reliability requires both careful delineation of
the types of people who served as informants and the decision process
invoked in their choice. (Goetz 1984: 42)

The informants interviews were coded for analysis (the code
given is shown in brackets). They were:
•

the Deputy Director-General Schools, the person who
originally introduced the idea of NT schools trialling the
whole school multi-age grouping pilot project (Deputy
Director-General Schools

•

the principal of Crisfield School, who introduced the
innovation to the school community (principal 1 )

•

the principal who inherited the multi-age grouping project
when the previous principal retired, half way through the
first year of implementation (principal 2)

•

the assistant principal, who had been involved with the
project from its inception and was interviewed each year
from 1995-1997 (assistant principal)

•

three of the six teachers involved in the early childhood
section of the school where multi-age grouping was first
implemented (teacher 1, teacher 2 and teacher 3)
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•

the chairperson of the School Council at the beginning of
1993 (chairperson 1) and the chairperson who became
chairperson in March 1993 (chairperson 2)

•

two parent members of the School Council who had been
involved in the issue from the start (parent 1 and parent 2).

Other staff members were included in the study through their
involvement on the sub-committee set up to evaluate parent
responses to multi-age grouping. In terms of the early
childhood staff, only one teacher who was new to the multi-age
grouping situation, was not involved in the study.
In relation to the School Council, a majority of parents who

were actively involved were included in the study. The
secretary was not included because he had demonstrated his
strong opposition to multi-age grouping as had the president,
and Council for Government School Organisation
representative who were interviewed. The decision not to
include the secretary was mainly due to the need to maintain
some balance in the data.
3.2.4

Field Notes and Event Analysis

During the six months leading up to the introduction of multi
age grouping and the first six months of its operation, there was
a number of meetings. These included a number of School
Council meetings where multi-age grouping was discussed;
Multi-age Grouping Sub-committee meetings; a professional
development session for staff on strategies for successful multi
age grouping teaching; school assemblies; and, a parents only
discussion group held at a parent's house.
Notes were taken at these meetings and an event analysis was
made at one meeting of the Multi-age Grouping Evaluation
Sub-committee meeting. (Members of this committee were
asked for written permission to record the event.)
These data were important as they contributed to the validity of
the other information collected, discussed earlier in the chapter.
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3.2.5

Secondary Sources
A

range of additional material was collected to 'thicken' the

already 'rich' description gained during the surveys, interviews
and taking of field notes. These included minutes of various
meetings, printed material produced by the school and statistical
information regarding enrolments and class lists.
This information was used to validate the other data collected.
3.2.6

Analysis of the Data
Dobbert (1982) states that, 'It is only through analysis that sense
is made out of the data' (p. 269). Reliability and validity were not
just issues that related to the design of the research and the
selection of the research tools. They impacted significantly on
the way the data were to be analysed. This is not a simple
process. LeCompte and Goetz (1984) state,
A more serious problem for both external and internal reliability is the

identification of general strategies for analysing ethnographic data.
The analytic processes from which ethnographies are constructed often
are vague, intuitive and personalistic. Ethnographers disagree on the
extent to which such processes can and should be articulated. (Goetz

1984:40)

One strategy to increase internal reliability, particularly in a
single case study, is to use other observers to give their meaning
to the data.(Goetz 1984) This corroboration can be done by peers.
For this study I was able to use a friend doing her PhD in
education and with whom I had studied and found to be a very
perceptive. I was also able to ask one of the teachers I
interviewed to look at the analysis and elicit her comments.
Survey results were simply analysed by adding the number of
responses for the first two points on the scale, i.e. 1 and 2, the
responses to the third point on the scale, and adding responses
to the fourth and fifth points. This netted an indication of
negative, neutral and positive responses. These were then made
into percentages of the total responses.
Analysis of the interview data involved transcribing the
interview on to a grid which had a column for categories. First
stage categories or low level coding (Carspecken 1996) were
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made using the language of the researcher and tended to be
fairly objective. These were then grouped according to common
characteristics or relationships and coded. These generalisations
were combined with data gathered from the parent surveys,
field notes, event analysis and secondary material assessing
their validity and reliability by constantly comparing and
contrasting them with the other data (Dobbert 1982: 264). By this
stage I was developing some hypotheses but these needed more
information.
This process was not lock step as described above but rather,
'shunting' back and forth from data collection, analysis, more
data collection as

I

discovered the 'cultural meaning' from the

analysis.
The next and most important step was to compare these
findings to those of other studies. Remembering that
ethnographers,
aim in application for comparability and translatability of findings
rather than for outright transference to groups not investigated.
Comparability and translatability are factors that could contribute to
effective generalization in experimental studies; they are crucial to the
application of ethnographic research. (Goetz 1984: 34)

Spradley (1979) is critical of social scientists and their theories
that are 'culture-bound' living inside a particular reality that is
taken for granted as 'the reality'. He encourages ethnographic
researchers to seek to document the existence of alternative
realities and to describe these realities in their own terms.
Glaser and Strauss (1967) developed

an

approach called

'grounded theory' which is an alternative to the step by step
testing of formal theories. Their basic position is that generating
grounded theory was a way of arriving at theory suited to its
uses. It involves researchers generating their own theories
grounded in the study of the case rather than as capable of
testing the theory (Spradley 1979; Stenhouse 1988).
But Glaser and Strauss were not advocating that the researcher
generate this grounded theory in isolation from existing
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grounded theory but that comparative analysis be made with
these existing studies.
As stated earlier this research is an educational case study
incorporating ethnographic methods. Wiersma (1991) states,
Ethnographic research takes a general and holistic perspective.
Hypothesis are more likely to emerge from the data than to be
formulated prior to the research. Theory is considered only as it
appears. (p. 220)

Consequently, in this study I have chosen the work of Fullan

(1991, 1992, 1993) who has done extensive work in the area of
innovation and change in education. By seeking to identify
linkages/ comparisons, especially in regard to the eight
conditions needed for successful implementation of an
innovation, these findings of this study are strengthened.
Frequency charts and tables were generated to demonstrate
trends, similarities and differences between the data made.
From these findings, conclusions and recommendations were
made.
3.3

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
One of the major limits to this study is its size. As a case study, it
only researches one site and therefore questions to its typicality
must be asked (Evans 1968). However, as previously discussed,
each case has its own internal logic and the ethnographer seeks
to uncover this interior geography (Mitchell, 1983). If people in
similar situ�tions concur with the findings of this study and
they learn something from it, then the study has been useful. At
no time did I presume that this single case study is typical of all
sites.
Another limitation is the impact I had on the research site.
Schwartz and Schwartz (1955 cited in Goetz 1984) warn that
when data is being collected through participant observation
and informal informant interviewing, reactivity must be
assessed. In Section 3.2.0 of this chapter, the role of participant
observer and the need for sensitive handling was discussed.
Hargreaves (1967) states that the failure to make explicit the

60
limitations and difficulties of participant observation would be
a failure to assess, however unquantitatively, the margin of
error incurred by this method of social investigation (p. 205).
Hargreaves (1967) describes how when he became a total
participant with the teachers he was studying, involving
himself with informal school activities he found on one hand,
he was no longer seen as an 'inspector', which was a benefit, but
on the other hand, he was aware that in so doing he could have
undermined his work (p. 198).
This relates to my situation.

I

began the study being a complete

participant which meant that I may have lacked the ability to
appreciate the significance of apparently trivial things. I also had
to be careful that I did not include any confidential information
in the report. Whilst there were times when informants did say,
'This is off the record' and subsequent comments were not
included, other information I had gathered during my role as
complete participant needed to be carefully examined.
Possible and probable effects of the observer's presence on the
nature of the data gathered must be also considered as limiting
the findings of the study. This has been referred to as to the
'Hawthorn effect' which happens when subjects know they are
part of a study and respond in a certain way because of that
participation (Wise et al 1967; Wiersma 1991). The mere
presence of the observer greatly affect the way the subjects
behaved (Carspecken 1996).
Overall, this was not a large concern, however, there were times
during the study, especially during my follow-up visits made
towards the end of the second year to speak with the principal
and assistant principal, when I felt that my presence may have
interfered with the normal life of the project. Specifically, I felt
that the visits themselves served to remind the school of the
multi-age grouping project and that if I had not revisited the
site to up-date my information, multi-age grouping might have
gradually faded from the school's culture and language. The
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following example from an interview with a teacher illustrates
this,
Researcher: Looking back over the past

three years and the impact of

multi-age grouping, it has obviously been raised from time to time. But I
get the impression over the past couple of years 1ts had a lower profile.

I think that maybe my role as observer has in some ways prompted
people's memory about multi-age grouping.
Respondent: I think so. I think people let it go when the principal left.
think he lost the plot and I'm aware of certainly far less parental
anxiety. We had parents in the rooms, parents upset. It's been so much
better this year and this is the first year we've reverted back. We
basically dumped it (multi-age grouping) and people don't like to

say

we dumped it but sure as anything that's what we've done without
openly saying that. There was a clear decision to introduce it but there
hasn't been such a clear cut decision to dump it. But it's been dumped
defacto. (Teacher

3,

personal interview)

Yet Carspecken (1996) suggests that the Hawthorn effect is not a
major problem for qualitative researchers because of the way
stage two categories are generated, but recommends passi\'e
observation at first and a thick record of social routines be made
(Carspecken 1996: 52).
Further to Section 3.2.2 the limitations of the surveys need to be
clearly articulated. As described earlier there are both
advantages and disadvantages to surveys. However, this survey
was not developed by the researcher but rather by the Multi-age
Grouping Sub-committee comprising parents and teachers, who
had different ideas as to what the survey would achieve.
This meant that largely it was constructed by a group of people
who had little knowledge or experience in designing surveys.
This was in some way compensated for by having the NT
Department of Education Principal Research Officer provide
feedback, although not all his suggestions were adopted.
Leedy (1993: 188) recommends that all surveys should be pre
tested on a small population. A major limitation of the parent
survey was it constructed and administered within a very short
time frame. This meant that pre-testing was minimal with only
members of the sub-committee trialling it. In hindsight this is
not the optimum approach to use.
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Problems with the survey's design became apparent in the way
some respondents answered particular questions.

I t was clear

that the questions asking parents to rate if multi-age grouping
benefited the oldest, middle or youngest child academically,
emotionally and socially produced confused responses. This was
a good example of a question really asking three things and
although there was space for respondents to given separate
answers, some respondents answered differently, thus limiting
the validity of the question. It also meant that in tallying the
responses, each needed to be treated as a separate question
which increased the over all number of questions by six.

However, to overcome possible problems that may have arisen
from this design flaw, other similar questions enabled thorough
cross-checking. For example, Question

15

asked parents to rate

which age group, youngest, middle or oldest benefits in a multi
age class but Questions

16-19

also asked parents to comment on

their child's emotional progress. This the same for Question
and

14.

13

Triangulation also meant that data from these questions

could be checked by comparing data from interviews and field
notes.

Some questions asked parents to respond when they did not
have enough information, e.g. some questions asked parents to
comment whether they thought their child's needs would be
better met in a single-aged class.

A number of parents

commented that because their child had only ever been in a
multi-age class they could not make the comparison.

The length of the survey was problematic too. Having a
committee design it, meant there was a negotiation process to
determine which questions to include. Consequently, the
survey ended up with twenty seven questions using the Likert
scale and six open-ended questions.

Nevertheless, given these limitations, it was gratifying to note
that when comparing some questions with a parent survey
developed by Bynes, Shuster and Jones

(1994)

in a US study of
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parent and student views on multi-age grouping, there were
similarities. Therefore, with these limitations in mind, it is felt
that the data from the surveys, combined with that gathered by
other research tools, could be used to enhance the study.
3.4

CONTEXT O F THE RESEARCHER

Erickson (1996) in describing a new kind of ethnography, i.e.
critical ethnography, entreats us to, 'make one's political
ideological assumptions explicit as a researcher'. He states
further that, 'educational researchers are often chided by critical
theorists for a lack of commentary in their qualitative work on
issues pertaining to class and power (Erickson 1996:8). He
suggests that researchers can get insight by looking at the work
of feminist theory and practice because the researcher not only
becomes aware of the 'political' aspect of research, asking,
'Whose interests are being served?' and 'Whose perspectives are
being silenced?', but also questions the relation between those
who study and those who are being studied. ' As a researcher,

I

am part of the story I tell. And so who I am needs to be in the
research report. My intellectual autobiography and my first
person voice needs to appear on the page' (p. 9) .
.

There is a wide diversity of viewpoints as to what feminist
research constitutes: some regard it as research done by women
on women; others think it is because it raises issues of women's
subordination in the context exclusively on women's
experiences of it; and, others see that there are commonalities
within groupings of class, race age or sexual orientation to speak
of a shared experience (Apple 1990: 56).
Usher (1996) suggests a reflexivity that not only acknowledges
the influence of socio-historical conditions and the interpretive
role of social research, but that the researchers also acknowledge
their values and prejudices are implicated in the way create
knowledge (Usher 1996: 128) She labels this as having a 'self
.

reflexive' stance and considers that researchers must be
accountable for the prejudices and allegiances and how they
implicate them in the choices made in research practice (p. 134).
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This is pertinent to this study because as the researcher I needed
to be aware of the values and prejudices I had as former teacher
at the school, as a parent and as a office-based Master Teacher
developing curriculum materials. Therefore, in describing the
context of the researcher (me) I will endeavour to include
aspects about myself that I consider may have impacted on this
study.
However, I am also mindful of Denzin's (1978) warning that
care needs to be taken so the personality of the researcher does
not take precedence. He suggests that the researcher should use
whatever existing theory there is to fit the problem at hand (pp.

312-313). He concludes by stating that,
As qualitative researchers we need the kind of self-critical awareness
of our relationships with those we study and the relationships within
ourselves. Our agenda for the next twenty five years may well be ... the
pursuit of greater authenticity. (Erickson 1996:12)

Therefore, the following description attempts to be self-critical,
without being too self-indulgent.
Before my connection with Crisfield School I had worked as a
teacher in Canberra for two years (1975-1976). My last position
was in a four-teacher open plan unit with children six to eight
years of age (Grade 1 and 2). Then in 1977 I moved to
Maningrida, Northern Territory of Australia where I taught
Indigenous students for whom English was a foreign language,
for eight years in a range of mixed-aged classes. During that time
I

also gained Executive Teacher status through the

Commonwealth Teaching Service.
Consequently, I had first hand experience of teaching classes
with a range of ages, which whilst not theoretically multi-age
grouping did provide knowledge of what multi-age grouping
might entail for the teacher. I also had oversight of the early
childhood section of the school and understood some of the
issues of continuous intake versus staggered intake. Further, I
had been in team teaching situations with both Indigenous and
non-Indigenous teachers.
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My long term connection with Crisfield School began: firstly, as
a parent beginning in 1986 when my oldest child began at the
pre-school; then, as a staff member from 1987-1990; and lastly,
as a member of the School Council from 1988-1990 ( teacher
representative) and 1991-1994 (parent representative).
The school had a reputation as being innovative. As a teacher at
the school I began as the on-going English as a Second Language
(ESL) teacher which meant I supported teachers from pre-school
to Year

7

going into their classes and helping their ESL students.

I found that many teachers:
•

used a whole language approach to literacy which helped
students get the 'big picture' of literacy through the use of
shared reading of large print big books

•

taught reading strategies such as reading on, reading back,
predicting, sounding out

•

•

modelled writing
taught skills in relation the texts students were using, not in
isolation

•

used sustained silent reading which included all teachers (It
was a school policy.)

•

developed a discipline policy which emphasised children
taking responsibility for their behaviour.

Other innovative practices such as cross-age tutoring with older
children spending time with younger children in a structured
program of social and academic activities, cooperative planning
and teaching and team teaching (optional) where teachers
planned and taught together, and a high degree of teachers
being directly involved in decision making such as, budget, class
lists and policy were entrenched in the school's culture.
Student's progress was talked about positively in the staffroom
and parents were given the opportunity to indicate which
classes their children would be placed. The school's philosophy
was developed by the staff and parents and remained an
important part of the school. Students were able to be inside the
school building before school and during recess and lunch
because 'the school belonged to them'. However, this was
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regarded as a privilege and if abused it would

be

temporarily

taken away. This environment was very much in keeping with
my own philosophy of teaching.
During this time I became a Master Teacher 2. During my final
two years at the schoot I was the Senior Teacher in the
Intensive English Unit, a unit catering for students who were
recent arrivals to Australia and needed intensive English
teaching. My involvement also included being on committees
ranging from the School Improvement Plan, the Finance and
Facilities, Fundraising, to organising a number of community
events and being the Master of Ceremonies for many of these.
This description reveals in part some of the values and
prejudices I brought to this research task. I was sympathetic to
the concept of multi-age grouping and had team taught on
numerous occasions. I had helped to set up cooperative
planning and teaching in the school as the on-going ESL
teacher. I originally joined the Multi-age Grouping Sub
committee because I did not want to see a small group of
negative people undermine what I thought was a worthwhile
approach.
I had worked as the Executive Teacher in the early childhood
section of the school and knew intimately the problems
associated with the pre-school intake. The school had tried a
range of approaches to solve the problem of disruption to
classes when pre-school children came into the main school. I
had seen my own children shuffled mid-year in response to this
problem.
These experiences and knowledge have had an impact on the
study. On one hand, it has given me

an

insider's perspective but

on the other hand, its meant that I had to be ever mindful not
to show any prejudice in the way I collected and analysed the
data. To ensure this as part of the triangulation process, I have
given informants copies of their transcripts to check, a fellow
researcher checked categories generated and I gave a copy of the
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draft thesis to one of the teachers involved to check for accuracy,
fairness and balance.
3.5

NATURE O F THE RELATIONSHIP WITH THE
I N F O R MANTS
Ethnographic studies depend on the social relationship of
researcher with subjects, therefore it is important to identify
from the outset my role and status within the group
investigated (Goetz 1984).
Erickson (1996) tells us that, 'we have come to realize that the
so-called "participant observer" is only minimally participating
and mostly outside the social gravity within which "the
observed" live' (p.

7). He suggests that,

One possibility involves a shift from being so-called participant
observer to becoming an especially observant participant. This means
paying close attention not only to one's point of view as an observer, but
to one's relations with others (who one is studying and working with)
and to one's relations and oneself. (p. 7)

My relationship with the informants ranged from being: a
friend and colleague with whom I had taught; a fellow teacher
who they knew had previously taught at the school as an
Executive Teacher but now working in the office as a Senior
Education Officer; to being fellow parent and School Council
member.
In terms of understanding the language and backgrounds of the

informants I was in an ideal situation being both a teacher and
parent, although in some ways a parent who obviously knew
more about the school system than most.
It would be naive to say that there were no power relationships
involved in this research. Haber (1994) quoting Foucault's
notions of power, states that power is everywhere: it is always
already there and its agents include social scientists, teachers
and the ordinary citizen (p. 81). However, far from preventing
knowledge power produces it (p. 82).
Given the ubiquitous nature of power, I was aware that in all
these relationships there was constantly power interplays in
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operation: in some I was seen as a competent leader; and, in
others I was an intruder from the education office. For myself, I
regarded some of my informants as peers (fellow teachers or
parents), others as less experienced or knowledgable than my
self. However, there was one particular person where I felt
power relationships influenced the way information was given.
Our previous relationship had been one where we had been
professionally at the same level, although he had been in a
similar position and at the school for longer. In many ways we
were very similar people. I had left the school to take up a
position in the office: the other person had gained a promotion
in the school. There were times I felt the information provided
was given so that school's trialling of multi -age was not seen as
a failure. Rather, the picture painted was very positive.
Overall, my relationship with the majority of informants was
friendly and relaxed and I was in an excellent position for
obtaining valid information.

3.6

ETHICAL

CONSIDERATIONS

Having a privileged position within the context and with the
informants of this study was not without its problems. One of
the main considerations was that of maintaining ethical
standards throughout the research. Denzin (1978) states that,
ethics and values, like scientific findings, are not statements that come
from an invariant source. They do not reside in a world of abstract
ideals. Rather, ethics (like most plans of actions) consists of symbolic
meanings subject to the most complex political arguments. ...
It is impossible to not to take ethical stances in the process of research.
(p . 325)
In gathering data, and in line with the University Ethics

Committee's Guidelines, permission was sought by showing
each person a plain English version of the research proposal
and obtaining their written permission to use the information.
However, it is acknowledged that respondents may not really
know how the information will be used in the study and cannot
see the implications of their consent. Stenhouse (1988) poses the
ethical dilemma for researchers: do we not use data in such a

69
way as to threaten disadvantage to the persons portrayed
particularly when it is difficult to anticipate how the data will be
used in the final analysis. Stenhouse does not offer a conclusi,·e
solution to this problem but suggests, 'what is clear is that no
researcher should embark on research by case study without a
thoughtful review of ethical problems and a study of the
relevant literature. (Stenhouse, 1988 p.53)
When dealing with informants it important not to exploit them
but they should have a 'fair return' for their input (Spradley

1979). Although Denzin (1978) warns researchers to be careful in
making promises to informants that cannot be delivered (p.

319).
Given the origins of this study which was that the School
Council wanted someone to oversee the surveys, I was in a
position where the subjects of this study were, from the outset,
getting something in return.

I

was able to conduct the second

survey for the council and tabled a summary of the result at a
School Council meeting. I have also provided drafts of the
Findings Chapter of this thesis to the school and the final report
will be available to the school.
Another ethical problem inherent in case studies is the
possibility of people recognising the persons or institutions
described in the study (Stenhouse 1988). This is particularly
pertinent to studies carried out in the Northern Territory which
is a very small system and the chance of recognition is high. In
attempting to overcome this I took care not to divulge the name
of the school being studied. In fact I began using the name of the
pseudonym, Crisfield School, and had some people almost
believing that it really existed.
Another precaution I took was to change the names and, in
some cases, the gender of the informants. At one stage I thought
about changing the positions of informants to make recognition
more difficult but found that part of the study was looking at
the relationships with the school community.
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An unplanned but useful factor that helped maintain
confidentiality and anonymity was the duration of the study.
The study ended up being conducted over a five year period.
This was not intentional at first but rather a combination of
personal and professional reasons. However, this extended
time-frame meant that over the elapsed time people had
moved on both geographically and mentally and to some extent
the issue has become much less high profile. This made it easier
to complete the study and ensure ethical management of the
research.
Nevertheless, throughout the study I was ever mindful that
because I had an insider's perspective and people were
comfortable with me that they might say things that they might
not like included in the final report. This happened only a
couple of times. Here I had to make the decision of whether the
information provided made a significant contribution to the
overall result of the study and what the impact might be on the
informant and/ or the person or situation being commented on.
As a researcher it is not always possible to know what impact
information given by an informant will have of the final
document but it is important that ethical issues be continuously
at the forefront of the researcher's actions and reactions.
Finally, regarding the storage of the raw data gathered such as
micro-cassettes, interview transcripts with coding and
categories, survey sheets from both surveys, tally sheets, diaries,
field notes and other related materials, these are in sealed boxes
and are held at the Faculty of Education, Northern Territory
University, Darwin, Australia in accordance with the guidelines
stipulated when ethical clearance was granted.
3.7

SUMMARY
This chapter has described the research methodology used in
this case study. In the next chapter the findings from data
gathered will be elucidated. This data came from: parent
questionnaires; interviews from a range of people involved in
the initiation and implementation stages; an event analysis;

71
and, field notes gathered over a four year period. The analysis of
this data will be completed using Fullan's frameworks relating
to factors affecting the initiation and implementation stages of
the change process.
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CHAPTER 4
4.1

-

FINDINGS

I NT R O D U CTION
The original draft of this thesis contained Chapter 4 Presentation of Results and Chapter 5 - Discussion and
Findings. However, this presentation was considered too
cumbersome as many of the graphs needed to be duplicated in
the discussion chapter. It was therefore decided to include
presentation of results and the discussion of the findings in one
chapter.
In Chapter 3 the research methodology of this case study was
described in detail. A range of data gathering tools were used.
Firstly, two surveys conducted at the end of 1994, the first year of
implementation of multi-age grouping at Crisfield School, and
again at the end of 1995. Secondly, interviews were conducted
during 1995-1997 with:
•

the principal who initiated the project

•

the principal who inherited the project after the first
eighteen months of implementation

•

the assistant principal

•

two teachers involved in the initiation stage of the change
process

•

another who was involved in the first year of
implementation

•

both chairpersons of the School Council before and during
the initiation and first year of implementation

•

two other parents, one of whom suggested the school
evaluation

•

the Deputy Director-General Schools who initiated the
program i n the Northern Territory

•

two Northern Territory Department of Education project
officers involved with multi-age grouping.

Other data were obtained from field notes taken from meetings,
enrolment statistics, newsletters, class rolls and school
publications.
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The return rates for the first survey was 82�o, howe\·er the rate
for the second survey was less at 62�o. Although this is
significantly less than for the first survey, it is regarded as being
valid given that it included around two thirds of parents. Data
gathered from the two surveys have been collated and shown
diagrammatically for comparison purposes. For the majority of
questions respondents were asked to rate on a fi\·e point Likert
scale their responses (Strongly Agree, Agree, Unsure, Disagree,
Strongly Disagree) to a series of both negative and positi\·e
statements about multi-age grouping at Crisfield School. Data
were then collapsed into a three point scale of ' Agree', 'Unsure'
and 'Disagree'. Percentages were then generated. This was then
diagrammatically represented on column graphs which
included results from both surveys for ease of comparison.
Note: data from Questions 4,

7,

18 and 19 will not be included

as

these questions are very similar to other questions in the sun·ey
(the results being similar and d iscussed in full).
The second survey conducted in 1995 contained additional
questions that enabled some cross-referencing. The following
three graphs provided additional data about the respondents.
For example Graph 1 shows the results to the Question A,
which aimed to identify respondents whose children were in
multi-age grouping in 1994, the previous year. The results, in
percentages, reveal that 67% were in multi-age classes. The 33%
who were not would have primarily have been parents of
Transition children or those new to the school. This has
implications for some of the results of second survey questions
and these will be discussed later in the chapter as they arise.
Graph 1-Percentage of 1995 respondents whose
children were

in

Yes

a multi-age class in 1994

No
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Graph 2 represents the data from Question B of the second
survey. It shows that 57% of respondents completed the multi
age grouping survey in 1994. This is 10°o less that those
respondents who had children in multi-age classes

m

199-! but is

considered adequate to make valid comparisons between the
two survey results.
Graph 2-Percentage of 1995

respondents who completed the
multi-age survey

1994

57

Graph 3 provides an indication of respondents who completed
the survey in 1994 and how they felt about multi-age grouping
at that time. The result of Question C shows that 21% had many
concerns, 50% had some concerns and 29% were happy with
multi-age grouping. Further in the chapter this data will be
compared with Question 1 1 which asked respondents if their
concerns had been adequately addressed. This will provide
some insight into if, after two years of implementation, their
attitude had changed significantly.
Graph 3-Percentage of 1994 survey respondents' attitudes
towards multi-age grouping in

1994

so
so
40
30
20

many

concerns

some

concerns

happy

Information from open-ended questions in the second survey
was collated (the first survey had minimal responses and was
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therefore not collated). First and second stage categories were
generated and this information was then shown graphically as a
percentage of the responses given.
Data from other sources such as statistical records have been
collated and again shown diagrammatically. This data, along
with information obtained from formal interviews, field notes
and field observations will now be discussed using Fullan's

(1991) frameworks showing factors which affect the initiation
and the implementation of an innovation as the organisers.
(See Sections 2.3 and 2.4 for a full description.)
Change is not a product but a process (Fullan, 1991; Carnal!,

1990). (See Section 2.2.0.) Fullan provides this simplified
overview of the change process (p. 48) shown in Figure

1.

Figure 1 - A Simplified Overview of the Change Process
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The first part of this process is the initiation stage.
4.2.0

THE INITIATION STAGE

In discussing the initiation stage it is clear that the way multi
age grouping was initiated into Crisfield School was important
to the success or failure of the implementation stage. Fullan

(1991) has described the factors associated with initiation. These
are summarised

in

Figure

Figure 2 below.
2-Factors Associated with Initiation

8. Problem-solving and
Bureaucratic Orientation

Locai--

7. New Policy-Funds
(Federal /State/

6. Community
•
Pressure/Support I�

Apathy

5. External Change Agents

and Quality
of Innovations

1. Existence

2. Access to Innovations

•

'

3. Advocacv from Central
Administration

4. Teacher Advocacy
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These factors will be discussed using the data gathered during
the study.
4.2.1

Existence and Quality of I nnovation
In this case study the innovation was multi-age grouping. As
described in Chapter 2, Section 2.5.1 multi-age grouping has
been in existence for many years, often at small country schools
(Anderson 1987). Since the early seventies and up to the present
there have been a number of studies on multi-age grouping
conducted to ascertain its quality (Miller 1967; Anderson 1987;
Byrnes, Shuster & Jones 1994).
Interviews with the principal who initiated the program at
Crisfield School indicated that he was very aware of the current
research on multi-age grouping. He had visited schools in
Victoria, Australia with the Deputy Director-General Schools to
observe the multi-age program first hand. He had also taken
time to increase his knowledge of the innovation. This was
confirmed by the assistant principal and other teachers who all
commented that the principal was their main source of
information.
Field notes taken during the first parent meeting on multi-age
grouping confirm that the principal argued convincingly of the
quality of this innovation. He described how multi-age
grouping at Crisfield would entail the gradual conversion to a
system where children would be in classes with a range of ages
and developmental levels. Children would be grouped, not by
their chronological age but by developmental stage. This would
begin in the early childhood with T-3, and move into the
middle school with classes of Year 4/5 and 6/7. The timeline he
proposed was: 1994, T-3; 1995, T-3, and 4/5; and, by 1996, the
whole school would be completely multi-age.
Children would be 'tracked' so that they were not always the
oldest, middle or youngest

in

a class from year to year. Teachers

would team teach and plan together.
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He explained how research had shown that socially and
emotionally all children in multi-age classrooms were
advantaged. Although, in relation to academic performance, the
middle and the youngest performed better, with the oldest
children showing no gain or loss.
The majority of questions raised by parents at that meeting and
answered by the principal in a booklet later sent to parents, were
concerned mainly with the progress of children, specifically
older children. Later in the year a pupil- free day was held and
Dr Christine Ure from Victoria, Australia conducted a
workshop for teachers. This also added to teachers' confidence
in the quality of multi-age grouping.
In terms of the availability and quality of the reform, multi -age
grouping was an established program and research and
information was available over an extended period of time to
verify this. Notwithstanding this, there were some concerns
relating to particular aspects of the innovation in terms of
academic, social and emotional benefits, which were identified
by the parents during the initiation stage, and did relate to the
implementation stage. This will be discussed in full in Section

4.3.4.
4.2.2

Access to Information
Fullan (1991) considers that teachers often have limited contact
with sources of information about innovations and the ease
this information is communicated to schools is an important
factor in whether innovations are initiated. In this case study
while the Deputy Director-General Schools initiated the
program at the NT level, the principal of Crisfield School was
the key person in terms of disseminating information to the
school community.
This was confirmed by two of the three teachers interviewed as
well as the assistant principal who said that the principal was
the main source of information about multi-age grouping. The
assistant principal, commenting at the end of 1995 after the
principal had left the school said,
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I appreciated having the resources . . . like the latest readings that we.
when the principal was here we \vere inundated w1th. That has

ceased

now and people haven't attended to that at all. I think that caused a
bit of a breakdown. It's not been on their

mind. But we're gomg to start

that up again as a part of our Action Plan. (Assistant Prmc1pal.
personal interview

1)

The other teacher interviewed said that she had first heard of
the innovation from the teacher with whom she shared her
h::aching space who had heard about it from the Deputy
Director-General Schools.

In relation to parents' access to information, Graph
parent responses to Question

4 sho\,·s

1 of the survey, asking if

they

understood what was meant by multi-age grouping.
Overwhelming,
Note: the

96% agreed

they did in

1994 and

90% in 1995.

1994 result was the highest result for any question in

both surveys.
Graph 4: Responses to a. 1-1 understand what is meant by
multi-age grouping
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Interestingly however, during the meetings of the School
Council's Multi-age Grouping Sub-committee, there were
questions asked by parent members about the difference
between composite classes and multi-age grouping. These
parents gained a lot more information during their time on the
committee and when they saw the results of this question, a
couple commented that perhaps many parents did not really
know what they thought they knew.

Question

2 asked parents if they understood how multi-age

grouping was operating at the school. The results show that
there was not the same majority as for the previous question.

79

Graph 5 is constructed from these results and shows that in
1994, at the end of the first year of operation, -!8°o of

respondents, or less than half, knew how it was operating but by
the end of 1995 this had increased to 60°o. The number of people
d isagreeing fell from 28% to 23%. This increase in knowledge is
predictable because as the program got established and parents
could see it in action, they gained a better understanding oi how
it operated.
Graph 5: Responses to 0. 2-1 do not know how multi-age
grouping is operarting at Crisfield (%)
60
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the 1995 survey parents were asked to indicate where they

had obtained most information about multi-age grouping in
Question A. This was collated and converted into percentages.
Graph 6 represents this information. Respondents cited 'other
parents' as the main source of information, 36% of responses.
The next highest source was their classroom teacher at 25%.
Graph 6: Sources of parent information regarding
multi-age grouping (%)
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It should be noted that 'other staff', which included the
principal rated only 7.5%. Of note also is the very low rating of
the School Council. However, this does not necessarily mean
that these groups were not influential. To begin with, teachers
interviewed said that the principal provided them with much
information, and the principal was very active distributing
printed information, so indirectly the principal did play a
integral part.
In relation to the School Council, the low result (2.5%) may not
reflect accurately the part they played in passing on information
about multi-age grouping. In interviews with council members,
including the chairperson, all three mentioned that they had
been actively talking to other parents. The chairperson stated,
I spent quite some time talking to parents about the fact that it's (multi
age grouping) not so different and that there are advantages but there
are also some disadvantages. Also, whether what you're going to gain
from it is going to be advantageous, and it wasn't. (Chairperson

2,

personal interview)

Parents, in citing 'other parents' as their main source of
information, may not necessarily have equated talking to parent
members of the School Council as getting information from the
council, but rather, just from other parents. Therefore, it could
be reasonable to suggest the School Council did play a more
influential role than the data suggests. So, in terms of access to
information during the initiation stage, this was freely available
from a range of sources.

4.2.3

Advocacy from Central Administrators
Fullan (1991) describes Central Administrators as the chief
district administrator which in the NT is the Regional
Superintendent. Although this officer can be one of the most
powerful advocates for change, in this case study this officer did
not play a major part in the initiation process. This is due to the
fact that it was the Deputy Director-General Schools who was
the originator of the idea to introduce multi -age grouping. She
made contact directly with principals and teachers to arrange the
visit to Victoria, Australia. None of the people interviewed
mentioned the Regional Superintendent in relation to this
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program. This is surprising considering that it is the Regional
Superintendent who directly oversees each school in the region.
As stated earlier in Section 2.3.3 the structure of the Canadian
education system is different from that of the Northern
Territory and in this case study the role of the Deputy Director
General Schools in the initiation process will be discussed in the
Section 4.2.5. as an External Change Agent.

4.2.4

Teacher Advocacy
Pullan (1991) comments that while teachers are often the
preferred source of ideas, they may not have access to these new
ideas, or the time or energy to initiate them (pp. 55-56). In this
case study the principal was the main change agent. However, it
is interesting to note that in the middle and upper primary
sections of the school, two teachers, after hearing about multi
age grouping, decided to initiate it in their area.
Although it was not a part of the 'official' pilot program, in
many ways the middle and upper primary program has been
more resilient than in the early childhood section where
teachers have made major modifications over the past four
years. This is in keeping with the findings of Goodlad and
Anderson ( 1 959) who identified teachers as a key group in terms
of successful implementation of multi-age grouping. Further,
successful change has often come from teachers initiating
reforms (Surbeck 1992; Miller 1996). The assistant principal
explained,
we had some really keen people come onto the staff who had a mastery
of skills in the area and they wanted to do that broad multi-aged group
with team teaching. They enthused a lot of the others. They were
willing to experiment. They liked the notion and suggested they'd start
out with separate 4-5 and S-6 classes and then come together by the end
of the semester. (assistant principal, Interview 1)

Table 2 shows the class structure over a number of years. In 1994
there were two multi-age grouping classes in the middle/upper
primary, a Year 4 / 5 and a Year 5/6, where the teachers had
decided to team teach. This continued in the subsequent years
and by 1997 the middle and upper sections of the school no
longer had any straight-age classes; whereas the early childhood
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section has changed from having fi ve multi-age classes in 1995
to just two in 1997.
Table 2 was constructed from data gathered from class rolls from
1988, 1993 (the year when multi-age grouping was first
introduced), 1994 (the first year of implementation), through to
1997. 1988 was chosen because it demonstrates how the school
had an on-going history with multi-age groups. The rows
represent various class configurations possible in terms of year
levels: the columns represent the chronological yea rs. The
number of classes of a particular structure are shown as a si mp le
numerical value. All classes which were multi-age (i.e. where
there was an intentional arrangement of classes with more than
a two year age spread, team teaching and I or coopera ti ve
planning) have been highlighted with shading. In addition, the
original pilot program proposed by the principal is shown by a
bold line and the actual program is shown by a double line.
(Note: the pre-school has not been included.)
Table 2: Class Conf igurat ions at Crisf ield School 1 988, 1993- 1 997
Official Mult i-age Grouping Pil ot Pro j ect

1988 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997
Transition
T/1
T-2
T-3
1
1/2
1-3
2
2/3
3
3/4
4
4/5
4-6
5/6
5-7
6
6/7
7
# of multiag e classes

-

2
*2
1

1
1
1

1

*2
*1
*1
-

*2
*3

-

-

-

*2
1
2
-

2

-

-

1
1

1
1

1
1

4

0

6

7

-

2
-

2
*2
1
-

1
*3

3

-

*1

I

1
3
1
1
*2

1
1
2

1
1
1

-

-

-

-

1
*2

-

-

2
1

1
*2
6/7 i
- I
1
1
I

I

'
I

6

1
2
*1
,..1
2
4

actua l
p~am

proposed
prOj<';ram
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This table shows that in 1988 the school had four multi-age
classes where teachers who wished to team teach asked for
classes spanning more than two year levels. In 1993, the year the
initiating principal arrived at the school, there were no multi
age groups but a number of composite classes (although there
had been two multi-age classes the previous year).
Note: the two
in

4-6

multi-age classes which were teacher-initiated

1994, the first official year of the pilot project. At this stage

these classes constituted a third of multi-age classes in the
school. By 1997, this percentage had increased to 50% of multi
age classes. The number of 'official' classes had dropped from
five in 1995 to two in 1997. However, there was some
disagreement between some Executive Teachers and teachers
whether the T / 1 classes were multi-age or composite. The
principal and assistant principal argued that they were multi
age but teachers interviewed disagreed. One teacher said,
We had some discussion during our Action Plan (for School
Improvement) meeting as to whether we are still multi-aged or
composite and the principal argued that we are multi-age because we
have at least three ages in each class. I feel that if you use that

terminology you can pretend to be something you aren't any more.
(teacher 3, personal interview)

In

terms of this study, given the definition of multi-age

grouping which has been used, these classes are not considered
multi-age.
4.2.5

External Change Agents
The Deputy Director-General Schools, as an external change
agent, played an important part in initiating change at Crisfield
School. Multi-age grouping was a concept she fully endorsed
after,
Read(ing) the paper on the plane and went to Melbourne to have a look.
.

..

I found out what it was on about and she (Dr Christine Ure) explained

the concept. I would ideally scrap the concept of grades because I'm all
on about individual progression for kids ... The main attraction was

probably that I happened to be

an

October birth so I started school at 4

years and 3 months, the youngest overall ... So I was in the bottom,

young group right through school and I felt that I suffered greatly from
the peer pressure within the group because I was the smallest (youngest)
child. (Deputy Director-General Schools, personal interview 1)
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The Deputy Director-General Schools saw that the 'tracking'
aspect of multi-age grouping, i.e. ensuring students were not the
oldest or youngest in a class each year, as a way to overcome
problems she had experienced in always being the youngest.
She also considered that the NT system was already being open
to new ideas and commented that the visiting consultant Dr
Christine Ure, found that many educational reforms such as
team teaching, cooperative planning and teaching, cooperative
learning and cross-age tutoring were firmly entrenched in NT
schools and that in some ways, she had 'preached to the
converted'.
Other data supported this. One teacher who had successfully
team taught a Year 3-5 group in 1992 and was keen to try multi
age grouping, did not see it as anything different from the good
teaching practice that had been present in the school for years.
She commented,
There are different ways of thinking and grouping your children but
they're still, good teaching practices. It just depends upon the teacher no
matter what. I think these parents (with concerns), because, perhaps of
the personality of the person presenting was a bit flamboyant, felt this
was some sort of flamboyant thing that their child was going to be
involved in and it was some tum-aronnd, brand new direction in

education, that no-one had ever thought of it before.

When in fact, it was just like the old conntry schools or the old family
grouping. You still had to plan. ... There was different thinking but, we
had progressed from that (rigid age for grade thinking) over the
years... Even in the normal (non multi-age) classroom, the average

classroom, we don't teach like that anyhow. You teach to the needs of
the children. (Teacher 1, personal interview)

In terms of whole system implementation of multi- age
grouping, the Deputy Director-General Schools stated that she
never intended that it would be imposed from above for all
schools. Rather, the plan was to select leading teachers, send
them to Victoria, Australia to observe multi-age grouping first
hand and let them make the decision whether they would go
ahead with the idea.
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The principal of Crisfield School was one of those 'leading
teachers' who returned from Victoria 'fired' up with the idea of
introducing it into the case study school.
The Deputy Director-General Schools was also instrumental in
making sure that after the initiating principal retired, the
person who acted in the principal's position (and subsequently
won it), was supportive of multi-age grouping. The in-corning
principal commented that, 'she (the Deputy Director-General
Schools) made no bones about it!'
4.2.6

Community Pressure/Support/Apathy
Although Pullan considers that communities vary greatly, and
the role they have in the initiation process is not
straightforward, in the case of Crisfield School, the School
Council had previously had a long history of involvement in
the affairs of the school. Even before the devolution policy was
implemented in NT schools, the School Council had been
active, as demonstrated by co-organising parent/teacher
information days/nights, co-developing the school philosophy
which was central to the operation of the school and, co
conducting surveys for the school's Action Plan and Quality
Schooling Project, a national project.
However, in 1993 the council was not functioning as it had
formerly which was evidenced by: the low percentage of parents
who cited it as a major source of information about multi-age
grouping shown in Graph 7; and, the following graph which
was constructed using the attendance figures from the minutes
of School Council meetings 1993 and 1994. The numerical
values denote the number of people who attended each
meeting. It is of note that in April and May 1993, the two
months before multi-age grouping was first introduced, the
attendance in was 1 0 and 14 respectively. These figures were
cited by the principal as the main reason why he by-passed the
council when first announcing multi-age grouping to the wider
school community.
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Graph 7: Attendance at Crisfield School Council meetings
Feb-May 1993-1994
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Note: the Annual General Meeting was held in March of each year.

One reason for the decline in attendance was the growing
friction within the council. This involved problems between
the new chairperson and some parent members of the cou ncil,
as well as difficulties between members of the council executive
and the new principal.
Over the years, School Council chairpersons had come from
within the ranks of the School Council. The three previous
chairpersons had been members of the council for at least three
to four years and had held a number of positions on various
council sub-committees. This was not true of the new
chairperson.
In 1992 the future chairperson became involved indirectly with
the council when she agreed, at the invitation of the then
chairperson (1991/92), to co-organise wi th the assistant
principal, a survey for the Quality Schools Project. This
information was also to be used to inform the up-dating of the
School Improvement Plan. This task was done thoroughly and
she reported to the council (field observation).
In 1993, four active, long-term, parent members left the council.
When there did not appear to be a willing replacement for the
outgoing chairperson, the future chairperson was approached by
the out-going chairperson to take on the position. Buoyed by
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her 'success' with the Quality Schools project she was very
enthusiastic to get things 'moving'. At the March and April
meetings in 1993 her comments made some longer term
members feel that she did not appreciate the previous, on -going
work of the council and saw herself as the new 'mover and
shaker' on the council, based on the assumption that things had
previously not been moving (field observation).
However, it was just not conflict between some of the remnants
of the 'old guard' on the council and the chairperson that was
developing. In March 1993 difficulties were also emerging
between the new chairperson, other members of the executive
and the new principal.
Some of this tension may have begun with the outgoing
chairperson. At the beginning of 1993 he described an incident
after handing council notes to be included in the school's
newsletter directly to the school secretary (a practice the
previous principal had encouraged). The new principal had
been very annoyed and demanded that in future all material
was to go directly to him. The chairperson commented how
surprised he was at the principal's manner, given that he
appeared to be a very inclusive-type of person (Chairperson 1,
personal communication).
One teacher confirmed this inconsistency saying,
I personally feel there was a very big discrepancy between how he
perceived himself and sold himself and the reality of the manner of his
interactions. On the one hand he thought himself as encouraging and

open, a democratic sort of person but in fact the real commitment got in
the way of his values and he became quite dogmatic. (teacher 3,
personal interview)

This and other incidents may have contributed to tension
between the in-coming chairperson who was friendly with the
out- going chairperson who may have passed on his general
attitude towards the principal.
Tension between the School Council and the school was cited by
other parents interviewed. One commented that the way multi
age was introduced into the school community was a 'catalyst'
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for tensions, but 'he (the principal) had a long history of
committing the school to something without consulting the
council' (Parent 2, personal interview). No examples were given
to support this comment.
The chairperson commented that, 'multi-age grouping (per se)
didn't seem to lead to conflict between the principal and the
council. It was difficult to know at the start'. The chairperson's
concerns were,
that it hadn't gone through the School Council. It hadn't been discussed
with parents and it was really being presented as a 'fait accompli' and
was what we were going to do. The program was introduced into the
school community by just announcing that this would occur: it was ,·ery
rapid. It was an information night to simply tell us what they were

doing, but there was no opportunity for the parents in particular to
discuss their concerns prior to the introduction of the program . ...

I don't think the council is ever smooth sailing but there was certainly
no conflict about issues, this one certainly seemed to create a lot of
conflict. ... We weren't actually opposed to the principle of it. We were
opposed to the way it was being introduced, because the principal, being
new, trying to sort out what the School Council had areas over and we
were told i t was a school matter and had nothing to do with the council.
(chairperson 2, personal interview)

The principal was aware of problems but did not see them
directly relating to multi -age grouping, but more because of the
chairperson's inexperience. He commented,
I'm not really good at politics, that's the thing. I'm not really good at
developing strategies to get the alienated on side. Well, what you do is
speak to the council president and try to cooperate. It seems to me that
when you've got someone making things very difficult, as the principal,
I should be able to identify who those people are and work on getting
them on-side if they're off-side.
The relationship though, with the School Council on multi-aged

grouping: it would be fair enough to say that council meetings were

poorly attended. Parents had commented that this non-attendance was
due to badly-run meetings. I suspect that that's one of the reasons we

didn't have a quorum. I said to the chairperson, 'You've got to do
something about it. They're going to stop coming unless you do
something'. (principal 1, personal interview)

These tensions became very public in August 1993 at a School
Council meeting when business was suspended by the
chairperson to discuss the role of the council. During this
meeting the way multi-age was introduced without council
involvement was discussed. The principal explained how he
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had presumed incorrectly that because multi-age grouping had
been in the school over the years, it was not a major issue. The
meeting eventually passed a motion approving the pilot
program.
However, relations between the council executive and the
principal continued to be strained. At one point the principal
called a special meeting of the executive with a representative of
the Council of Government School Organisations to mediate
between the two groups. At the end of the year the principal
suggested that the December council meeting be cancelled but
parents disagreed. Only one staff member attended the meeting
when the interim report of the second multi-age grouping
survey was tabled. The council secretary, who was moving out
of the area, wrote the minutes in a way that was disparaging to
the school. In February 1996 the principal moved successfully to
have them declared void because there was no quorum.
Whether these tensions were derived from differences in
process, personalities or multi-age grouping itself is difficult to
ascertain, however, the effect of these tensions did impact of the
initiation stage of the introduction of the multi-age grouping,
when the principal chose not to introduce it firstly at the School
Council but at a parent / teacher evening when the Year 7
students were conducting a debate not related to multi-age
grouping.
As far as the wider parent community, i.e. those not directly
involved in the School Council, the two surveys revealed some
parent disquiet during the initiation stage. Question 27 of the
survey asked parents if they thought there was sufficient
consultation with parents. The results, as percentages, are
shown in Graph 8 which compares results of the first and
second surveys. The first survey shows that after the six months
of initiation and one year of implementation, only 21% of
parents thought there had been sufficient consultation, with

30% disagreeing.

90
It should be noted 49% of respondents were 'unsure' which is a
significant percentage. This could be partiall y explained by a
proportion of respondents who were not directly involved in
the process, especially parents of Transition children or new to
the school. This could account for possibly less than 20°� of
responses, given that of the five early childhood groups
approximately one class was Transition. This would still lea\·e a
high percentage of 'unsure' respondents. The result is notable
and confirms the comments of parents interviewed who felt
that they had been by-passed.
Given that when the 1995 survey was conducted an even higher
number of parents would not have been directly involved in
the initiation stage, it is not possible to draw too many
conclusions from the result.
Graph 8: Responses to Q. 26-There was sufficient consultation with
parents before multi-age grouping was introduced at Crisfield (%)
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Graph 9, relates to Question 26 of the survey, asking parents if
they felt there had not been sufficient opportunity to gain
information on multi-age grouping. Given the increase in the
number of parents who were not involved in the initiation
stage of multi-age grouping, the results from the 1995 survey
need to be interpreted cautiously. In 1994 less than half of the
respondents (45%) considered they had sufficient opportunity to
gain information. The 'unsure' percentage is also high at 35%
suggesting that respondents did not consider the information
they received was completely satisfactory.
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Graph 9: Responses to a. 26-There is not sufficient opportunity

for parents to gain information on multi-age grouping at Crisf�eld
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New Policy and Funds
Whilst many major educational reforms can be generated from
government policy making and legislation, this was not a major
factor in the initiation of this innovation. Government policies
such as national profiling for each learning area, have impacted
on multi-age grouping at Crisfield but it did not provide the
impetus for change. The NT Profiles, based on the national
profiles, provide a continuum which describes understandings
and skills at different developmental stages. Most primary
children will have moved through three to four stages on this
continuum by the time they move into secondary schooling.
The impact of the NT profiling on multi-age grouping at
Crisfield will be discussed in the Section 4.3.9 of this chapter
which focuses on the implementation stage of the change
process because profiling was introduced after the initiation
stage.

4.2.8

Problem-Solving and Bureaucratic Orientations
Fullan (1991) suggests that bureaucratically speaking the
political and symbolic value of initiation for change is often of
greater significance than the educational merit and the time and
cost necessary for implementation follow-through. He also
suggests that since the 1970s that there is a small glimmer of
hope that some educators seem to be getting better at adopting
sounder changes tied more closely to real need (p. 61).
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It is difficult to judge if this is pertinent to this case study as both
the Deputy Director-General Schools and the principal stated
that they initiated multi-age grouping for sound educational
reasons. However, a couple of informants did comment that the
introduction of multi-age grouping may have been introduced
for career or status reasons rather than in response to a clear
educational need.
Having now examined the data with reference to Fullan's
initiation stage of the change process, data relating to the
implementation stage will now be investigated.
4.3.0

THE IMPLEMENTATION STAGE
The second framework Fullan (1991) has developed relates to
the implementation stage in the change process (p. 68). It lists
nine factors which affect implementation. This is represented by
Figure 3.

Figure 3:

Interactive Factors Affecting Implementation

A. CHARCfERJSTICS OF
CHANGE

1. Need

2. Clarify
3. Complexity
4. (luality/Practicality

�
I

�

IMPLEMENTATION

I

B. LOCAL

CHARACTERISTICS

5. District

6. Community
7. Principal

8. Teacher

C. EXTERNAL
FACTORS

9. Government and other
agencies.

Data relating to these factors will now be examined.
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4.3.1

Need
Fullan stresses that for successful implementation, teachers
need to see a reason for change. Multi-age grouping at Crisfield
was initiated firstly by the Deputy Director-General Schools and
then by the principal. The principal saw multi-age grouping as a
way to overcome the problems of huge variations in the rate of
children's development, especially in the early childhood years.
He stated,
From a developmental point of view the child's brain is still growing at
a phenomenal rate and children's learning is taking place at a
phenomenal rate, but in fits and starts, so that you can have four year
olds and seven year olds at similar points of development in some areas
and quite different in others. As Marie Clays (a noted New Zealand
researcher on children's learning and early literacy) says, 'What one
child learns at the age of four another equally intellig�nt child will
learn at six simply because his (sic) attention is directed elsewhere.
(principal 1 , personal interview)

In terms of other staff identifying a need that multi-age
grouping would address, it is interesting to note that all the
teachers interviewed did not articulate any clear need. Rather,
all four teachers decided to get involved because multi-age
grouping was not that different from the way they operated in
relation to providing individual learning programs for
students.
One pair were, 'quite excited to give it a try and both thought it
would be good fun and we (they) both wanted to have a change
from our (their) year level' (teacher 1 , personal interview). The
other pair were 'dubious' at first especially about having a three
level spread in the class but 'went along with it' (teacher 2,
personal interview). One commented that when the principal
introduced the idea to the staff the principal was obviously quite
keen for Crisfield to, 'be that way and he had actually
volunteered our school to be the pilot school for the region. It
was a shock to us' (teacher 2, personal interview).
At the parent information night when the principal first
introduced the idea to the wider community, he gave a
presentation using overhead transparencies. He began by
talking about the rate of change and how many of the jobs
children today will have in the future have not even been
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created at this time. He spoke in detail about the way children
develop and learn, emphasising the different rates. From here
he then described multi-age grouping as a way to cater for these
individual differences. The 'tracking' feature was also explained.
So the main need identified during this talk was that multi-age
grouping would enable teachers to more effectively cater for
children's individual development (field observation).
Another need that was identified as the program was
implemented was the problems concerned with the intake of
five year olds into the early childhood section of the schooL
This was cited later on as another need that multi-age grouping
would meet.
4.3.2

Clarity
Given that most of the teachers and some of the parent
community were not clear about what needs the multi-age
program would fulfil, then clarity about goals and means was
also ambiguous. Most teachers directly involved in the program
agreed to the pilot program but i t is unclear as to whether they
understood its implications.
In

raising questions about multi-age grouping at the parent

information night, a small booklet was produced by the
principal. Not one question related to why the innovation
should be introduced or what need it addressed. Rather, most
questions related to concerns about the academic progress of
students, disruption to programs and evaluation.
4.3.3

C o m p lexity
This relates to the difficulty and extent of the change required of
the individuals responsible for the implementation (Pullan
1991: 71). Whilst some writers suggest that more ambitious
projects can stimulate more teacher change (Berman and
McLaughlin 1977, cited in Pullan, 1991), others, (Senge, 1990;
Pogrow, 1996; Beer et al , 1990, cited in Pullan, 1993) suggest that
it is best to begin small.
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At Crisfield the principal was very keen to start the multi-age
program in the early childhood (see Section 4.2.1). He had
taught at the school when it was first opened and felt that
multi-age grouping would not be a major change to the existing
structure. This viewpoint was supported by the assistant
principal and teachers who felt that in some ways multi-age
grouping was not going to be all that different to what was
already in place. The assistant principal said,
The principal did try to put it across in a way that would affirm what
people were already doing and you'll find the benefits outweigh the
negatives. But it was getting people to take it up. It's okay when you
have the papers to read. At a staff meeting where it was discussed they
did seem to agree. I think a lot of the agreement though was because he
was so persuasive. (assistant principal, personal interview 1)

During the six-month initiation period the principal
encouraged teachers to become involved and offered to those
who felt that they could not accommodate multi-age grouping,
help to get a transfer to another school. One teacher
commented,
Most staff meetings were actually taken up about it (multi-age
grouping) and people sort of voiced their opinions but I felt a Jot of them
felt you would either going to take on a multi-age class or go into an
upper class or leave. There were those who were very keen, those who
were not sure, like myself ... and those who just didn't want to have
anything to do with it. (teacher 2, personal interview)

At the end of 1993 three staff did leave. Some informants felt
that it was not just multi-age grouping that prompted these
transfers but general problems with the overall management
style of the principal.
The teachers who agreed to be a part of the pilot in the early
childhood considered they had done so voluntarily, although
later interviews revealed that some felt that they had been
pressured by the principat whose enthusiasm and positive
approach had 'sold' them over.
By the end of the first year, with two new early childhood

teachers it was decided not to extend from T-2 to T-3 but to
keep the T-2 range, as teachers felt apprehensive about having
Year 3 and Transition students together. The chairperson of the
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School Council shared these concerns that, 'the initial idea of T3 was a big step particularly with teachers who hadn't worked
with multi-age grouping' (chairperson 2, personal interYiew).
During this early part of the project parents were querying the
scale of change needed. Many wanted to have a choice or partial
implementation. This is reflected in Questions 9, 22 and 29 of
the survey which parents were keen to include.

In

the sub

committee meeting when the survey was constructed, these
questions were suggested and strongly supported by a couple of
parents opposed to multi-age grouping. One of the teacher
members did not want them included because she thought that
they would give parents the idea that having the two systems
was a possibility, when she knew that the principal was
emphatic that two systems would not be maintained.
However, Graph 10 of the results to Question 9 demonstrates
that most parents believed there should be a choice available,
with 72% in 1994 agreeing and 68% in 1995. Whilst a 4%
decrease

in

the 'agree' result is not great, it could indicate that

once the program was operating, parents began to feel slightly
more comfortable with it, but 68% is still a large percentage and
demonstrates respondents wanted choice.
Graph 10: Responses to 0 9-The school should maintain two
streams of teaching,
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Graphs 1 1 and 13 represent the results from Questions 22 and 20
which asked parents i f they thought their child's social and
academic needs respectively would be better met in a single-age
class. The results from both questions show that consistently
about a third o f respondents agreed. Note the percentage of
'unsure' responses. Some responses to the open-ended
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questions said that given that their child had only e\·er been in
a multi-age group, so they could not make a comparison. This is
a valid response and is evidence of the limitation of the survey
discussed in Chapter 3, Section 3.3.
Graph

11:
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It should be noted that in Graph 12 the responses are very
evenly divided in terms of 'agree', 'unsure' and 'disagree',
approximately a third of responses both years. Respondents who
disagreed that their child's needs would be better met in a
single-aged class at rose slightly from 32% to 38% in the 1995
survey.
Graph

12:
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Teachers were aware of parents' request for choice. One teacher
stated, 'One of the strongest things to come out of those surveys
was that parents and teachers should have choice and that
didn't fit in with the principal's ideas'.

98
It was felt strongly by the principal that if the school believed
that children developed at different rates and that multi-age
grouping was the best way to cater for that, then it would be
counter-productive to have two systems operating. He stated,
Having both single-age and multi-age probably would be workable. I
have a problem with it though. If I'm saying that my thoughts are to
have children learn in multi-aged grouping and rm not practismg that
right throughout the school I feel that I am being very inconsistent and
perhaps immoral. (principal 1, personal interview)

One of the teachers, when asked whether teachers agreed with
the principal's attitude regarding not having a choice of
groupings responded,
I'm not sure, nobody really. I think a lot of people, like parents, felt
that perhaps in the beginning we should offer them choice to see how
the program would go because we weren't sure of it themselves. I mean,
people (teachers) could see the benefits and I think they could also see
the disadvantages, by having a choice, teachers could move slowly into
the area of T-2. (teacher 2, personal interview)

When the replacement principal spoke to teachers in Semester

2, 1995 about the program, she found that while there were
many aspects they were in favour of, they felt it was too
inflexible and the suggestion was made to form adjacent classes
so there would be some T-2 classes and some straight-aged
classes.
One of the other trialling schools in the NT began the program
having T/ 1 classes. Crisfield had T / 1 classes for many years. It is
interesting to note referring to Table 2 that after four years of
implementation, the school had reverted back to a system
where a choice of multi-age classes or composite classes was
available.

4.3.4

Quality and Practicality of Program
It is clear that for successful implementation an innovation
needs to be of a good quality. Multi-age grouping was
acknowledged as being a sound innovation, although there
were some concerns regarding the academic needs of older
students and emotional and social needs of the youngest
students, which in the program were students moving from
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pre-school to Transition. These were raised by some teachers
and a number of parents during the initiation stage.
The data confirms that these concerns relating to multi-age
grouping did impact on the implementation stage. These
concerns were also highlighted during the development of the
parent survey by the School Council sub-committee. Of the
twenty seven closed questions, twelve related to the parents'
perceptions of the academic, social and emotional benefits of
multi-age grouping. The findings of the two surveys conducted
at the end of 1994 and 1995 relating to these areas, upholds the
principal's information given to parents at the first information
night.
Graph 13 indicates the results of Question 2 1 . It shows that in

1994, 61% of respondents were happy with their child's
academic progress in a multi-age grouping. This decreased to

55% in 1995. Whilst the 'unsure' result remained steady, the
'disagree' responses increased from 22% and 27% respectively.
Graph 13: Responses to a. 21-1 am happy with my child's academic
progress in a multi-age class (%}
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The slight decrease in 'happy' respondents could relate to the
growing concerns with classes in a teaching space which,
although originally designed for three classes, had rarely been
used that way. The problems with three classes together were
mentioned by a number of those interviewed. One said,
That was probably the worst year because there were three and another
i to the school and that was what she was given. The
new teacher came n
other two teachers continued and unfortunately the placement of those

classes worked against the innovation because they were all three T-2

classes in the one module - too many children, too much noise and I think
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the teachers had a terrible

time. I don t think the children d1d \·erv
'

well academically, at least and we're seeing the results of that now.
(teacher 3, personal interview)

The in-coming principal summed-up the situation midway
through 1995,
All the early childhood T-2 class groups were, Wlfortunately through
nobody's fault, enormous groups of 27/28 students. A lot of overcrowdmg.
I don't, really know the reason for the overcrowd ing but the horror of
,

seeing Module 2 with three T-2 classes in it, each of which had over 25
children and a lot of very difficult children. They re now still wi th
'

us

as very difficult children. So it was a most unfortunate combmation. I

know how these things happen. At the end of Semester 1 we had to do,
not a major reorgan isation, but we did have to reorganise to

accommodate huge numbers that were totally unexpected in early
childhood. (principal 2, personal interview)

The following three graphs (14, 1 5 and 16) relate to Question 1 3
of the survey and also relate to academic benefits. It should be
noted that whilst the youngest and middle children are seen as
benefiting academically from multi-age grouping in both
surveys (74%, 73% respectively), in the 1995 survey, the oldest
children only rated 42%.
Graph 1 4 represents responses relating to academic benefits to
the youngest in a class and shows that 'agree' responses
increased from 66% in 1994 to 74%

in

1995 and 'disagree'

responses fell from 17% to 14%. So respondents felt the
youngest benefited greatly from multi-age grouping.
Graph 14: Responses to Q. 13 a-Academically multi-age benefits the
youngest in the class (%)
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Graph 15 shows an even larger increase in perceptions that
multi-age grouping benefits the middle age range with those
agreeing rising from 60% to 73%, a 13% increase and those
unsure decreasing from 23% to 10%, a 13% reduction. Those
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who disagreed remained the same. One reason for the increase
in

the perceived benefits for the middle child could be that

parents in 1994 perceived the oldest children as being most
disadvantaged academically but by 1995 there was increasing
concern for the needs of the Transition (or youngest) children
by some parents, thus leaving the middle child as the one who
were perceived to gain most academically from multi-age
grouping.
Graph 15: Responses to Q. 13b-Academically multi-age grouping
benefits the middle of the age range in the class (%)
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However, Graph 1 6 is interesting because while the 1994 results
did not support to the principal's assertion about the neutral
affect of multi-age grouping on the academic levels of the oldest
students, the 1995 results did correlate closely. Note, at the end
of the first year of implementation only 29% of respondents
thought the oldest students benefited academically from multi
age grouping, whereas 44% disagreed. At this time the
percentage of people unsure was high at 27%. This perception
was supported by the principal and one of the teachers
interviewed who both commented that this group of children
had problems socially and academically. When interviewed in
1997 the teacher had a Year 3 / 4 class of children many of whom
had been in the three T-2 classes in 1995. She commented,
Too many children too much noise and I think the teachers had a
terrible time and I don't think the children did very well

academically, at least we're seeing the results of that now. (teacher 3,
personal interview)

No statistical evidence was discovered to support this assertion,
although the principal did comment that a group of children
who had been in those classes continued to be problematic.
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Whether this is the result of a unusual group of difficult
children or from being in an over-crowded classroom or from
multi-age grouping is beyond the scope of this study.
By the end of 1995 when the second survey was conducted the
number of 'agree' had risen to 42%, a 13% increase, 'disagree'
response remained relatively steady. The number of 'unsure'
had dropped by 11%.
Graph 1 6 : Responses t o 0 . 13c-Academically multi-age grouping
benefits the oldest in the class (%)
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Comparing the three graphs shows that around three quarters
of respondents, by the end of 1995, agreed that the youngest and
middle benefited academically from multi-age grouping (74%
and 73% respectively) but the benefit for the oldest students was
evenly poised on 42%.
Studies (Walsh, 1989; Byrnes, Shuster and Jones, 1994) have
found parents of children in multi-age classes felt that multi-age
benefited the younger child the most academically but there
were no ad vantages to older children.
In terms of the social and emotional benefits to students the
survey asked eight related questions. The following two
diagrams are constructed in response to Questions 23 and 24 of
the survey associated with social issues. Parents were asked to
respond according to individual children.

In

both graphs it dear

that the majority of respondents considered multi-age grouping
benefited their children socially. In Graph 17 it should be noted
that in the 1995 survey there was a small increase in both the
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'agree', i.e. from 63% to 66% and 'disagree', i.e. from 19�o to 2�0o
and a decrease in the 'unsure' from 18% to 10%.
Graph 17: Responses to a. 23-A multi-age class increases my
child's opportunities to make friendships (%)
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However, in Graph 18 the percentage of respondents not happy
with their child's' social progress increased from 19% in 1994 to
26% in 1995 and the percentage of happy respondents decreased
from 60% to 54%. This could be due to parents of children in the
three teacher unit which was overcrowded, described earlier in
this section, which the in-corning principal saw as problematic.
Graph 18: Responses to a. 24-1 am not happy with my child's
social progress in a multi-age grouping class (%)
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The following three graphs relate to Question 14 of the survey
asking parents to indicate which age group benefited socially
from multi-age grouping. Graph 19 indicates that 63% in 1994
and 65% in 1995 of respondents considered the youngest
children benefited from m ulti-age grouping. This increased
only slightly (2%) after two years of implementation.
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Graph 19: Responses to a. 14a-Socially a multi-age class
benefits the youngest in the class (%)

63

65

•

1 994 survey

0 1 99 5 survey

0
Agree

Unsure

D1sagree

Graph 20 shows that as the multi-age grouping continued at
Crisfield School the percentage of respondents who considered
students from the middle age range in a class would benefit
socially increased from 64% in 1994 to 72% in 1995.
Graph 20: Responses to a. 14b-Socially multi-age grouping
benefits the middle age range in the class (%)
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In terms of social benefits to the oldest children in a multi-age
class, Graph

21

reveals that there is a discrepancy between the

1994 and 1995 responses with those agreeing that the oldest
benefited, at 53% and 66% respectively. This again may be
related to parents of children in the three teacher module.
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Graph

21:

Responses to 0. 1 4c-Socially multi-age grouping
benefits the oldest in the class (%)
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After the second year of operation, comparing the three age
groups youngest, middle and oldest, it is the middle age group
who are seen to be the major social beneficiaries of multi-age
grouping 65%, 72% and 66% respectively, although the
difference between each group is not significant. Summing up
Question 1 4 the responses indicate perceived benefits from
multi-age grouping to the middle and oldest children increased
8% and 13% respectively, however, perceived benefits for the
youngest only increased by 2%. (This will be discussed further in
relation to both the social and emotional benefits at the end of
this section.)
Emotional aspects of multi-age grouping was also investigated.
Graph 22 was constructed in response to Question 1 6 of the
survey. Of note is the decrease in the 'agree' responses from 59%
to 49%, whilst 'disagree' increased from 18% to 25%. The 10%
drop in those who thought their child's emotional needs were
being met, could again be attributed to many of the parents in
the overcrowded area. Comments from open-ended questions
included concern for younger children being overwhelmed or
even bullied by older children.
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Graph 22: Responses to a. 16--l think my child's emotional
are being met in a multi-age class (%)
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The next three graphs have been constructed from information
from Question 15 and asked parents to indicate which child ren
benefited emotionally from multi-age grouping. Graph 23
shows that after the first year of implementation 56% thought
the youngest benefited, but this fell by 10% the next year. This in
contrast to results of Questions 13a and 14a where the perceived
benefits academically and socially to the youngest children
increased 8% and 2% respectively. Again this decrease could be
attributed by the problems experienced in the over-crowded
three teacher module.
Graph 23: Responses to a. 15a-Emotionally a multi-age
class benefits the youngest in the class (%)
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In Graph 24, which focuses on the middle child's emotional
needs, note how 30% of respondents were 'unsure' in 1994 but
this fell by 4% to 26% by the end of the second year of
implementation. Respondents became more convinced that the
middle child benefited with a 7% increase.
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Graph 24: Responses to 0. 15b-Emotionally multi-age benefits the
middle of the age range in the class (%)
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Graph 25 shows how at the end of the second year of operation
respondents appear to have a much clearer idea as to which age
group they considered benefited emotionally from multi-age
grouping, with 66% agreeing it was the oldest and only 1 1 °1o
disagreeing.
Graph 25: Responses to 0.1 5c-Emotionally multi-age grouping
benefits the oldest in the class (%)
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To summarise the results of Question 15, comparison of the
results of the 'agree' column in the 1995 reveals that 46% of
respondents felt that the youngest benefited emotionally, 64%
felt the middle and 66% thought the oldest. In terms of
percentage change the youngest fell by 10%, the middle
increased by 7% and the oldest increase by 15%. The decrease for
the youngest benefiting is shown in the results of Questions 13
and 1 4 and reflects a growing concern for the needs of
Transition students coming up from preschool during 1995.
Two of the three parents on the School Council interviewed
also raised concerns about multi-age grouping and its impact on
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the social, emotional and academic progress of their children.
One said,
I suppose the social bit is the easiest in that with my particular
children, I saw that even within a year where there are children of
similar age cohorts, there were only certain children with whom they
would associate anyway. Therefore if that got reduced down even
further, the number of available or suitable children that they would
play with, have similar interests, would really limit their ability to
make friends. As did happen with Alex when he went into his group,
the pre-school intake into Transition was divided into four groups and
he went up with two girls and another little boy. He didn't know the
others: they were all recent to the school and he didn't know them. So,
he went into a new system with nobody that he knew and I was very
concerned.
I was very concerned that, generally kids associate with the kids they
know in their class, or my kids, unless they're in some kind of external.
sporting activities. So, here they were going into a class where they
wouldn't have kids of similar age and interest because I still believe
that different kids play different games. Bigger kids like to go and
play bigger, rougher games and the little kids do different things. And I
didn't see that the kids would have enough friends within that
particular grouping. It was fine in the classrooms because, you know, it's
good to mix with older kids and younger kids and that was fine, but the
outside school activities, that's on the social side.
Then on the academic side, I was just really concerned because I'd
already had one child who I felt was sort of lost in the system. I didn't
know how a teacher could keep track of one child's progress especially
if they were supposed to be extending them in Maths and normal
progress and everything else. I had concerns about that. (parent 1,
personal interview)

The results for both social and emotional benefits of multi-age
grouping demonstrate that as the program was implemented
parents began to have more concerns as to whether the
youngest children (Transition) benefited as much as the middle
and oldest.
This concern was also reflected in the open-ended questions of
the survey. Responses were collated and categorised. These
categories included:
•

teachers, e.g. time for planning, quality Iexperience

•

general comments about multi-age grouping (MAG) which
were grouped in terms of positive, negative and neutral
(These were labelled on the graph as 'MAG+ve', 'MAG-ve'
and 'MAG neutral' respectively.)
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• comments specifically relating to the needs of Transition
students (All these comments were negative in terms of
their needs being met in multi-age classes.)
• choice for both teachers and parents about which type of class
they would be given
• team teaching which was recommended as an important part
of multi-age grouping
• students, specifically relating to the needs of individuals.
These were made into percentages according to the frequency at
which they occurred. Graph 26 shows this diagrammatically as
follows.
Graph 26: Frequency of categories generated from
responses to open-ended questions of the 1995 survey
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The specific needs of Transition children were raised in 4% of
comments. Whilst this does not appear to be very high it is
noteworthy because no other distinct group of children were
mentioned.
Question 8 of the survey asked parents whether they felt the
Transition children would disadvantage the older children.
When the survey was being constructed in 1994, members of
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the sub-committee thought that the older children might be at a
disadvantage based on a 'gut' feeling that having younger
children would possibly decrease the standard of learning. The
results are shown by Graph 27, with those agreeing that the
older children were disadvantaged in 1994 and 1995 being 35°o
and 33% respectively. Those who did not perceive the oldest
students were disadvantaged rose 5% from 42% to 47%. (With
hindsight, it may have been better to have included a question
which asked if Transition children were disadvantaged by older
students.)
Graph 27: Responses to Q. 8-The presence of Transition students
disadvantages the older children (%)
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Early childhood teachers also raised concerns about the social
and emotional needs of Transition students during feedback
sessions beginning in 1994 and increasing in 1995. The principal
who replaced the initiating principal commented,
I think teachers of those classes (T-2) will tell you that the problems of
the pre-school intake weren't any better (with multi-age grouping). In

fact, in some ways you had to stop and go over a whole lot of stuff and do
a whole lot of re-teaching about social behaviour at schooL ... This
came up at the council meeting, that parents, the council felt that the
Transition children missed out a lot because they came up in small
groups. They were over-awed having Year 2 kids. (principal 2, personal
interview)

This was a major reason why the program was modified in 1996
when a T /1 class was introduced. By 1997, three T / 1 classes were
created. Teachers during the initial discussion had said they did
not want to begin with a T-3 age spread. However, after the first
year o f implementation they decided not to expand the program
to include Year 3 students as per the principal's original
timeline. As mentioned previously Table 2 shows after four
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years of implementation the number of multi-age classes in the
early childhood section had decreased to two.
Concerns about multi-age grouping had increased by the end of
1995. This is shown clearly in the results of Question 17 of the
survey. Graph 28 illustrates the responses. After the first year of
implementation only 20% said that their child did not enjoy
being in a multi-age class and 62% said they did enjoy being in a
multi-age class. By the end of the second year the number of
respondents who said their children did not enjoy being in a
multi-age class rose 10% to 30%, and 52% said their children
enjoyed being in a multi-age class, a decrease of 10°/o.
Graph 28: Responses to a. 17-My child does not enjoy being in a
multi-age class (%)
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As described earlier the innovation was modified each year in
consultation with teachers. It began in 1994 with four T-2
multi-age classes. The next year this increased to two T I 1 and
three T-2 multi-age classes; the next year there was a T I 1 (non
multi-age grouping), three T-2 and one 1 /2 multi-age classes. By
1997 there were two only multi-age classes in the early
childhood section of the school (see Table 2).
In relation to practicality, Fullan (1991) states, 'the time line
between the initiation decision and start-up is typically too short
to attend to matters of quality (p. 72). The issue of adequate time
is a consistent theme in the literature (Bogotch and Kirby 1996;
Cox and deFrees, 1991, cited in Fullan, 1993, Surbeck 1992;
McClellan 1995; Potter 1995; ).
In this case study initiation time was a key factor in the
implementation stage of multi-age grouping. Graphs 8 and 9 in
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Section 4.2.6 showed that parents felt that there had not been
enough opportunity to gain information and consult with the
school. One parent commented in the survey,

'

I

think there

should be more information nights for parents. The whole
thing was a bit rushed. Parents need time to take on new ideas
so they can have shared ownership of it.'
One of the parents interviewed said, 'it was very rapid. It was an
information night to simply tell us what they were doing but
there was no opportunity for parents in particular to discuss it'
(parent 1 , personal interview). Another commented,
It (multi-age grouping) came up in conjunction with the principal
wanting to introduce some information night for the multi-age grouping.
Now, whether I first heard that at a School Council meeting or a
newsletter ..., but I was astounded that he was talking about multi-age
grouping because it was something that hadn't come up at the School
Council at all, so it was something that we thought was new to the
school but hadn't been even talked about at School Council. That would
have been, I think, in the middle of the year because it was giving him
six months to introduce it. (parent 2, personal interview)

The chairperson after reading some of the literature said, 'when
I read the documents the other thing was that they clearly
indicated that there needed to be a lead-in time of at least a year
to train and prepare teachers, which didn't occur' (chairperson
2, personal interview).
The principal reflecting on the change process said,
Obviously one of the disadvantages in retrospect, now was that some of
the parents were not used to the idea and felt alienated by it, felt that
they hadn't been involved in the decision-making enough and were
concerned and uncomfortable about it. And that's not a good way to
implement change-making when they feel uncomfortable. (principal 1,
personal interview)

A NT Department of Education Multi-age Grouping Project
Officer stated that the Department recommends a lead-in time
of at least two years. In the case of Crisfield, the principal
returned from Victoria, Australia enthusiastic to implement
multi-age grouping into the whole school and by his own
admission, 'didn't think it through how people would react'
and, 'assumed too many things'. (One teacher suggested that the
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timeline was influenced by the principal's impending
retirement.)
4.3.5

The School District

The support of the school district in the implementation is
critical to the successful change. Fullan (1991) found that the
chief executive officer and other key administrators set the
conditions for implementation in terms of support and active
knowledge and understanding of the realities (p. 75).
As described earlier during the initiation stage the Deputy
Director-General Schools was the person who first introduced
multi-age grouping into NT schools and was keen to see schools
volunteer to implement it.
During the implementation stage of this case study the support
from the Deputy Director-General Schools included setting up a
committee to oversee the introduction of multi-age grouping
and appointing an officer for six months to research the area
and produce a report for her. This was distributed, after
encouragement from the research officer, to all schools in the
NT.
One of the Departmental officers interviewed stated that it was
not the intention of the Deputy Director-General Schools to
rush into implementing multi-age grouping but that the report
was produced to ascertain its feasibility. However, two of the
'leading teachers' the Deputy Director-General Schools
accompanied to Victoria, Australia to observe whole school
multi-age grouping in practice, one of whom was the principal
of Crisfield School, came back to Darwin keen to get it started.
Comments from the Deputy Director-General Schools indicated
that she was wanting to expose these teachers to different ways
of operating and that it would be up to them how they would
use it. Notwithstanding this, it is interesting to note that the
other school which implemented multi-age grouping after a six
month initiation period, has completely discontinued the
program. One of the multi-age grouping project officers said,
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'the staff don't even want to hear the words "multi-age
grouping", much less have a visit from me'.

Eventually

in second semester 1995 a project officer was

appointed to the Curriculum and Advisory Support Unit, who
set up a network of multi-age grouping schools in the NT
which had slowly begun to develop. Although parents at
Crisfield thought the Department would be evaluating the pilot
program the Deputy Director-General Schools said that this was
never the intention.

4.3.6

The Community

In

this case study the school community, i.e. the School Council

and parents, was very much a part of the implementation stage
of the change process. As described earlier during the six month
initiation period a number of parents felt they had not been
consulted properly. This was reflected in interviews with
School Council parents and Question

27 of the

first survey,

when only 21% of parents thought there had been sufficient
consultation with

49%

30%

disagreeing and a very large percentage,

unsure. Responses to open-ended questions also reflected

parents' concerns, with

17%

of responses the majority relating

to poor communication or suggestions for improved
communication (see Graph

Question

3

26).

of the survey asked parents if they thought multi

age grouping had been implemented well. The results indicate
that there were some concerns with the implementation stage.
Graph 29 shows the results with those agreeing increasing from

37%

to

42%

and those disagreeing steady at

17%.

'unsure' percentage: after the first year this was
respondents and decreased to

41%

Note, the high

46% of

in 1995. This demonstrates

that most parents had some reservations as to how well multi
age grouping was implemented. These percentages indicate that
there was a small but consistent group of respondents who felt
that implementation had not been carried out well.
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Graph 29: Responses to Q. 3--4 think multi-age grouping has
been implemented well (%)
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The results of Question 1 1 of the survey regarding whether
concerns about multi-age grouping have been addressed also
indicates that there was a consistent minority of parents who
were unhappy. Graph 30 provides a comparison between
responses to, not only the 1994 and 1995 surveys, but also
responses of the parents who completed both surveys. The
results show that respondents who felt their concerns had not
been addressed did not change greatly whether they had
completed one or both surveys, being around 25%. Thirty eight
percent of respondents were unsure in 1994. This decreased to

33% in 1995 and was similar for respondents who had
completed both (31 %).
The percentage of people who disagreed and, therefore felt their
concerns had been adequately addressed in the 1994 and 1995
surveys was 37% and 36% respectively. However, those
respondents who had completed the first survey showed a 7%
increase by the second survey to 44%. This could lead to the
conclusion that as the program continued these respondents felt
more comfortable with it and their concerns began to wain.
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30:

Comparision of 1 994, 199411995 and 1995 responses to a. 1 1 -

My concerns about multi-age grouping have not been adequately
addressed by the school (%)
44
45
40
35
30

• 1 994 survey

25

•

20

1 994 & 1 995 survey

0 1 99 5 survey

15
10
5
0
Agree

Unsure

Disagree

While there appears to be a group, approximately between 20-

30% of parents, consistently unhappy with the way multi-age
grouping was implemented, this dissatisfaction did not
necessarily flow on to their children's teacher. The survey
revealed that the majority of respondents felt comfortable
discussing multi-age grouping with their children's teacher.
Graph 31 shows the responses to Question 25 of the parent
survey. The results for both surveys shows 74% and 70% of
parents respectively felt they could discuss multi-age grouping
with teachers. It should be noted that at the end of the first year
of implementation when tensions were high between some
parents and the school over multi-age grouping, only 7%
disagreed.
Graph 3 1 : Responses to a. 25� feel comfortable discussing
multi-age grouping with my child's teacher (%)
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All teachers interviewed said that their relationship with their
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parents continued to be open and mutually informing,
however, as one teacher described,
Occasionally parents during an interview, not after school but during
parent/teacher interviews, would express that they were a little bit
concerned about how their child would fit in and quite often if l"d
express how well their child was doing and they'd say, 'Oh, it was a
bit of a relief because they were a little bit concerned how thev'd do.
Quite often it was the parents of the more successful students who were
most concerned about where they would fit in when they moved on.
(teacher 1, personal interview)

In relation to the parents who were negative and how they were
dealt with during the first year, she commented further,
The ones that I had involvement with, I think they felt a little
powerless. That there wasn't anything much that they could change.
Certainly the ones in my own class, their concerns only came through at
parent/teacher interviews and in those cases I suggested that I would
talk to different people and see if their chi
l dren could be moved into
another situation or in different class mixes. (teacher 1, personal
interview)

In terms of the number of concerned parents in her class she

said, ' it would be much less than

a

third of my parents because,

maybe half would come to parent/teacher interviews and only a
minority of those had concerns.'
Another teacher commented that parents of children corning
into the school from pre-school did not really know much
about multi-age grouping. She did not feel there were many
concerns for the majority of her parents but did admit that in
some ways parents had been left out of the initiation stage of the
program.
It would appear from the data (from the surveys and
interviews), concerns of some parents, were more to do with
not being consulted properly about multi-age grouping than
with poor communication with their children's teacher. Parents
interviewed highlighted concerns with the way the principal
introduced multi-age grouping into the school and the way they
perceived the School Council was by-passed.
This was also confirmed in the answers to open-ended
questions in the 1995 survey (see Graph 26) where
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communication between parents and the school in general was
mentioned in 17% of the total responses. Of these 60 % were
negative including comments such as, 'parents not consulted',
'never been discussed' and 'more information needed '. The
remaining 40% of comments were positive such as,
Doesn't Crisfield still have the belief that if a parent has a concern or
need for information they can readily approach the principal and/or
staff to gain information or understanding. Thank you for the
opportunity to comment.

It is interesting to note however, that the parent discussion
nights conducted at parents' homes, planned by the Multi-age
Sub-committee (see Appendix 1)

in

1995 were very poorly

attended, such that they were eventually cancelled. One reason
could be that once the program had been in operation for one
and a half years most parents were reasonably satisfied with the
program; and, of those who were not happy, most did not want
to participate in the discussion groups. Another reason could be
that because the discussion groups were parent initiated,
advertising was limited to the newsletter. Often it is through
encouragement from teachers that parents attend school
functions.
(One issue that did become apparent in the data from open
ended responses was the ability and experience of individual
teachers impacting on the success or failure of multi-age
grouping. This will be discussed in Section 4.3.7.)
The influence of a small but powerful group of parents on the
fate of an innovation has been well documented in a study by
Shields and LaRocque (1997) who found that while parents were
represented on the local committee, there was not a diversity of
perspectives. A small group of parents with their own agenda
were able to cause the suspension of an innovation, namely
year-round schooling, even though a majority of parents were
supportive of it (p .4). In some ways this is similar to this case
study.
Field notes of meetings and analysis of interviews indicates that
o f the seven active parent members on the School Council, four
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were negative about multi-age grouping including the
chairperson and secretary. The chairperson stated that her main
concerns were more about the way it was initiated but did have
some problems with the actual program. The other three had
major reservations about the academic progress of their
children

in

a multi-age class. This small but vocal group of

parents were influential. Of the three who were interviewed, all
said that they had talked to many other parents (chairperson
parent

1

and

2,

2,

personal interviews).

Unlike the Shields and LaRocque study this group did not
directly contribute to the dismantling of the program but they
did push successfully to set up the multi-age sub-committee.
This sub-committee was instrumental in keeping parents aware
of the program through the two surveys. As one teacher said of
the sub-committee,
It did serve a purpose to allow parents feel that they were a part of the
process and the group had lots of people with different agendas. ... it
was like a relief valve for the parents. . Otherwise all that talk
would have happened out in the community and all we'd have felt was
sort of negative vibes and not really known where they were initiated
from. (teacher 2, personal interview)
..

It also led to this case study being initiated which had the effect
of keeping multi-age grouping on the agenda. As stated earlier
in Chapter

3,

Section

3.2

there were times when I, as the

researcher, visited the school particularly in the third and
fourth year of its implementation, and felt that my presence was
in fact keeping the issue alive and that under normal
circumstances it might have been conveniently forgotten. Two
of the teachers interviewed confirmed this perception (teacher 1
and

3,

personal interview).

One comment made all three parents interviewed was that
many families left during

1995-1996

because they were unhappy

with multi-age grouping. To check this assertion enrolment
figures were obtained from the 'Stats Pack', the official
Departmental document. Although figures varied during the
year, figures were taken for February of each year. Graph

32

provided these numbers. It shows that there were some
fluctuations over the years, e.g.

·
r-

417 in 1994

to

407 in 1996. This
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rose to 421 in 1997. These are not huge changes and 1t \,·ould

be

caused
difficult to discover if these fluctuations were d1recth·
.

b\·
.

disenchantment with multi-age grouping. Three of the School
Council parents who were very unhappy did lea\·e the school
but there were other circumstances im·oh·ed. One parent \,·ho
left the suburb said that they had thought of kee p in g their
children at Crisfield but after 'all the business' decided to mo\·e
them to the local school (parent
Graph

1,

personal inten·iew).

32: Enrolment figures at Crisfiled School as at February of each
year (1 993-1997)
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Teachers also had the impression that enrolment figures had
fluctuated. The assistant principal commented,
In the late eighties and we (the school ) had a good reputation. Then

when multi-age grouping came in and there was u ncertainty , t he re v;as

hesitancy and transfers with some parents moving schools because of
their uncertainty. But now we've come the full cycle again we ha\·e
people seeking us out and saying, 'Look we've heard that this is the
way you operate, that you really do treat children as indi\·iduals and

that's something that we want to come to. So they\·e mo\·ed the1 r

children from neighbouring suburbs to Crisfield. (assistant pnJKlpal.
personal interview 2)

The negative push from this small but influential group of
parents had an indirect impact on the way the principal,
assistant principal and teachers thought about the program. The
program was gradually modified over the next four years by
teachers who were aware of the problems that had emerged.

4.3.7

The Principal

Fullan (1991) states that all major research on innoYation and
school effectiveness shows that the principal strongly influences
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the likelihood of change, but that most principals do not play
instructional or change leadership roles (p. 76). However, in this
case study it was the principal who was the main change agent
in the school. His role during the initiation stage was
instrumental in bringing about change.
From the data gathered the principal was described by teachers
as, 'flamboyant' and, 'quite visionary who knew a lot about the
research and about why multi-age grouping was worthwhile'.
Another commented,
His great strength was that he was fantastic at encouraging children
and being positive to them. I think he was good at doing that with
teachers but some teachers thought it was a bit superficial because

there was this discrepancy between what was said and done. ... He was
the sort of person who would put in little notes thanking people. He'd
put it in writing. He was positive and he was always positive about
children, not so about parents because he'd got himself in a situation
where he was in so much conflict with parents. (principal 1, personal
interview)

This was also reflected in the interview with the principal. The
focus on children was very apparent with many references to
students and the benefits of multi-age grouping in relation to
their needs. In day-to-day operations he was also child -centred,
for example, when he led school assemblies he related directly
to the children and continuously praised them and their school.
He would often refer to, 'The Crisfield Way' which was being
considerate, unselfish and kind to other people (field
observation). He was also very complementary of his staff and
regarded them as 'talented' and the school as a 'flag ship' and
'outstanding', celebrating their achievements.

In many ways this principal is reminiscent of Senge's view of
the leader (1990). Firstly, as: the 'designer' who designs the
learning processes whereby people in the organisation can deal
productively with the critical issues they face (p. 345). This was
borne out by references to the principal as the one who
professionally developed his staff, encouraging them to take on
new ideas. He commented that one of the things he said often
to his staff was, ' I have the responsibility to help you grow and
develop'.
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Secondly, the Crisfield principal was like the 'steward' who
develops a unique relationship to a personal vision and
inspiration (Senge, p. 346). From the outset this principal
encouraged his staff to think about what, why and for whom
they were teaching. He developed a vision statement which was
displayed in the staffroom and referred to in the school
newsletter (field observation). Lastly, the principal was at times
the 'teacher' who helped 'people achieve more accurate, more
insightful, and more empowering views of reality' (Senge p.

353). This he modelled and was very evident during his
interview when he was very willingly to reflect honestly on his
own practice in relation to multi-age grouping. He reflected,
I didn't think through enough how people were going to react to it. I
assumed too many things. I think not recognising what the
disadvantages would be because obviously one of the disadvantages in
retrospect now was that some of the parents were not used to the idea

and felt alienated by it. They felt that they hadn't been involved in
the decision-making enough and were concerned and W'\Comfortable
about it. And that's not

a

good way to implement change-making when

they feel uncomfortable. That's a retrospective one. At the time I didn't
see that because I assumed that everybody knew what was happening
and I assumed that this always happens at Crisfield so everyone is
familiar with it.
I would do things a lot differently because I did a number of things that

in retrospect I would do quite differently now. (principal 1, personal
interview)

From the data it would appear that the principal misjudged
how the school community would react to the idea of multi-age
grouping. He assumed that because the school had a reputation
for adopting innovative practice and in the past had various
forms of multi-age grouping, then the multi-age concept would
not be new to either parents or teachers. In some ways many
parents did not know or care about what teachers did and had
not known anything different until they were asked about
multi-age grouping. This was borne out by comments made in
open-ended questions, where a number of parents said that they
did not know anything different.
The scale of the change was aspect that was not clear in the
minds of those involved. The data suggests that some teachers
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did not see it as a major change, others felt that it was too much,
too soon and they should start small. One teacher commented,
The feeling I think that was given was that it is g01.ng to happen no
matter what and that it was this brand new, dramatic, wonderfuL

change in education and it was going to be the saving of aU our children.

I mean, it was made to be rather dramatic which perhaps scared some

of the parents off. I think perhaps if this had been, }'OU know, just as a

graduation in a way of teaching children rather than a new way.
(teacher 1, personal interview)

Her suggestion was,
To present it as a normal progression and that we're going to just expand
our classes and take on a bit of the philosophy behind it. But not to
make it out that it's the newest good thing because everybody's used to
new things coming through and h·vo years later they've changed.
(teacher 1, personal interview)

A key factor in the fate of this innovation was the principal
retiring mid-way through the second year of implementation.
The principal commented,
I had somebody asking about multi-aged grouping in the staffroom the
other day, who said, 'Okay, you introduced this concept, now you're
leaving, what will happen?', and I said, 'If it was a good idea and the
staff are committed to it, it will continue. If it wasn't a good idea then it
doesn't deserve to continue'. If the commitment's not there and the
support's not there then it doesn't deserve to continue. ... There were two

teachers who were very strong supporters of it and when I look back on it

there were key people amongst the staff that you relied on because you
knew that they were committed to it whole-heartedly. They were

going to be support people and they were going to be the ones. ... I'm not
sure, if the time is right and the teachers think it's worthwhile, that's

one of the things I feel bad about retiring about because I thought, 'you
introduced this and now you're running away from it' . ... I don't think

there's anyone that will want to go back to straight classes, and I don't

think there's anyone who will want to go back to a straight Transition.
(principal 1, personal interview)

The principal's departure did impact considerably on the
program. The replacement principal commented,
Gradually over the two years I've been here I unpeeled a fair bit of
resentment about how this started. No-one has been overtly critical but
it's just the kind of odd remark. I don't know I wasn't here. I don't know

how much consultation. I know there was a lot of professional
development and inservicing of staff but I don't know how much of the
nitty gritty talking i t through, arguing pros and cons there was.
(principal 2, personal interview)

The new principal whilst a keen supporter of multi-age
grouping was aware of teachers' concerns on which she was
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prepared to act. The teachers did take ownership of the
innovation after the initiating principal left but made major
modifications to the original concept.

4.3.8

The Teachers
It is evident that in implementing many educational reforms
teachers play a major role. As described in Section 1.2 Crisfield
School had a reputation as a 'progressive' school and many of
the teaching staff were regarded highly at a system level. Whilst
teachers at Crisfield did not initiate the change program, they
did agree to implement it. It would appear from the data that
there were two key teachers who were very enthusiastic and
another who was prepared to 'give it a go'. The other two early
childhood teachers, although 'shocked at first' when hearing the
principal had committed the school without real consultation,
agreed to become involved. Two middle/upper primary
teachers decided to join in, although not part of the official pilot
program. There was a group of teachers who were not
supportive of the program, at least three left the school.
During the implementation stage a number of events impacted
on teachers and consequently, the fate of the innovation. Early
in the first year of implementation one of the very supportive
teachers of multi-age grouping had to leave for family reasons.
Her departure meant that a new teacher had to come in and
take over. As one teacher described, 'she (the new teacher) had
no say in it (a multi-age grouping class), so there was no
preparation, no negotiation, no choice on her behalf. She had
the class virtually hoisted upon her.'
Professional development was an issue that appeared often in
the data. Question 6 of the survey asked parents if they thought
teachers should be provided with on-going professional
development, the results were resoundingly positive shown by
Graph 33. This question received the second highest positive
result in the survey with 92% agreeing in 1994 and 88% in 1995.
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Graph 33: Responses to Q. 6-Teachers should be provided with
adequate on-going specialist training to teach multi-age classes
(%)
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The principal organised professional development. During the
six month initiation period, he distributed printed information
to staff and arranged for Dr Christine Ure, a Victoria consultant
to present at a pupil-free day in October 1993. (Note: that while
the role of an external change agent such as a visiting
consultant can influence a change effort, in this case study the
effect was not seen as significant. Little mention was made
about this consultant from the teachers or parents interviewed.)
Then in June 1995 a series of four breakfast sessions were
arranged with curriculum advisers from the education
department (parents were welcomed but only one or two, both
teachers attended). At one of these sessions the adviser
explained how cooperative learning and critical thinking were
part of multi-age grouping. A couple of teachers questioned the
notion that these strategies could only be used in a multi -grade
class. The adviser agreed that they could be used in any class but
that multi-age grouping lent itself to them.
After 1995 the data does not show any real professional
development on multi-age grouping. First Steps, a literacy
program had been introduced in 1995 and evidence from
newsletters and council meeting minutes suggests that this
became the major focus.
A significant factor regarding this drop in professional
development, mentioned by a number of those interviewed,
was the negotiations for the Enterprise Bargaining Agreement
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between the Australian Teachers' Union, NT and the
Commissioner for Public Employment. By the second semester

1995 these negotiations had reached a stage where teachers had
imposed work bans which included any additional activities
after hours. This dispute became a major part of teachers'
working lives for the next year. At the end of 1996 the assistant
principal did comment that there was a need to reinstate more
professional development for multi- age grouping.
However, the data suggests that there was no professional
development regarding multi -age grouping during 1994 and no
specific preparation for the new teacher joining the multi -age
class. Her arrival also impacted on the teacher with whom she
would team teach. They knew nothing about each other. In the
past, team teaching had taken place only at the request of
teachers, who after getting to know and observing one another
asked to teach together.
As the program was implemented it became obvious to the staff
that team teaching was essential to multi-age grouping. Parents
also acknowledged this and included Question 5 in the survey.
Graph 34 shows the number of respondents agreeing that team
teaching was a key to successful multi-age grouping rising from

78% in 1994 to 88% in 1995.
Graph 34: Responses to a. 5-A key to successful multi-age
grouping is the ability of teachers to function as a team (%)
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This was confirmed in interviews with the new principal and
assistant principal who in 1997 said that team teaching was an
essential part of multi-age grouping because it would be too
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difficult for one teacher to program and teach. To this end, they
stated that if teachers wanted to have a multi-age group they
would provide additional release time to allow this planning
time together.
Teachers having a choice about teaching in multi-age group was
an issue parents on the Multi-age Grouping Sub-committee saw
as important, and included Question 10 in the survey.

It

asked if

teachers should have a choice of whether they taught in a
multi-age class. Graph 35 shows the results, revealing that
overwhelmingly, parents felt teachers should have a choice,
increasing from 77% in 1994 to 84% in 1995.
Graph 35 - Responses to a. 10-Teachers should have a choice as
to whether they teach a m ulti-age class (%)
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Comments in relation to this question tended to focus on the
teacher's ability including, 'I feel it takes a certain type of teacher
to do multi-age teaching effectively. Therefore teachers should
be especially chosen to teach in this area'.
In fact, comments from open-ended questions relating to
teachers made up 20% of all comments (see Graph 26). Of these,
many stated that much of the success of multi-age grouping was
dependent on the ability of the teacher, rather than on the
innovation itself. One of the teachers interviewed commented,
'there may be parents who don't like the teacher, not the
structure and that makes things difficult.'
Another event that impacted on the fate of multi-age grouping
was during 1995, the second year of implementation, another
teacher, new to the school, being placed with a multi-age group.
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little preparation. She taught with two other teachers in a
teaching space which as described in Section 4.3.4, caused many
problems, not so much because of her or the other teachers'
ability but more because of the overcrowding issue.
The problems of overcrowding and noise in the area led to it
being reorganised. This added a 2/3 class which in many ways
was the another deviation from the original multi-age grouping
concept.
Whilst the in-coming principal was supportive of multi-age
grouping, the loss of momentum from the previous principal's
retirement, did allow teachers to stand back and reflect. During
the first year of implementation the principal encouraged
teachers to evaluate the program but as one teacher said, 'the
teachers didn't feel comfortable saying what they really thought
because they thought he had a fairly large commitment to
multi-age grouping and the power imbalance didn't allow them
to.' Another said, 'we pretended to like it because you felt you
couldn't criticise.' So, while the principal thought he was
allowing teachers the opportunity to give feedback, his
passionate belief in it may have prevented teachers from saying
what they really felt.
By the end of 1995 teachers raised issues that had developed
during the first two years of implementation. They included:
not wanting to have Year 3 students with T-2 students because
most Year 3 children had moved into more independent
learning and their interests were very different from those of
Transition children; and, the needs of Transition children and
the disruption to the teaching program and routine of the T-2
classes when they moved from preschool into the main school.
When executive teachers and teachers discussed the 1996 class
organisation the original reform timeline was changed
significantly. They decided to create a T / 1 class and four multi
age grouping classes. The process of teachers being involved in
the working out class lists had been part of the school culture
for many years before multi-age grouping. It was also proposed
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by the initiating principal when reflecting on the program and
teacher ownership suggesting,
One of the considerations could

be for teachers to formulate possible

multi-age groupings for the following year. What I've tried to do to
make up for the fact that I introduced it quite clumst.Jy as to gl\·e people
the feeling that they have ownership of it The way at de,·elops nov.

and the way it's implemented now will depend on what they want to
have happen. (principal

1 , personal interview 3)

.Ownership was a concept raised by many of those interviewed.
After the principal left, the assistant principal said that the
program changed, 'probably because teachers didn't have full
ownership of it. A number moved on because they didn't like it
but the ones who remained made that judgement after working
in the system.' This also relates to the issue of time described in
Section 4.3.4.
By 1996 only two of the original teachers were still teaching in
the early childhood area. One of the ideas put forward during
the initiation stage was that teachers would stay with the same
group of students for at least two years. Parents on the sub
committee were keen to have a question included in the survey
about this aspect of multi-age grouping. Graph 36 shows the
results of Question 1 2 in the survey, with 46% of respondents in
1994 not wanting their child to have the same teacher
throughout early childhood. This decreased significantly to 28%
in

1995. The percentage of respondents who disagreed rose from

36% to 59%. This 23% increase is the greatest increase in any
question of the survey.
Graph 36: Responses to a. 12-1 would not like my child to have the
same teacher throught his/her early childhood school years (%)
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One reason for this increase could be that as parents became
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more familiar with the teachers, their confidence in the
teachers' ability grew. Another reason could be associated with
the two teachers who had consistently worked together in 1994
and 1995. Their classes proved to be very successful, testified to
by the assistant principal and a teacher interviewed. Another
measure of their success was demonstrated when both teachers
were granted Master Teacher status in 1996.
By the end of 1996 when classes were discussed, it was decided to
have three T/ 1 classes, a 1 / 2 class and multi-age group 1-3 with
the two original multi-age grouping teachers. As discussed
earlier there was discussion amongst the staff about whether
these other classes were composite or multi-age.
One aspect of the original plan was to 'track' children in terms
of oldest, middle and youngest. Teachers interviewed in 1997
did not feel that was a factor when class lists were drawn up,
although the assistant principal did say it still played a part
where possible.
In fact, demographics impacted strongly on the make-up of
classes. The new principal and assistant principal made
mention of this a number of times during interviews. Uneven
numbers of pupils, gender imbalance, the number of children
with special needs varied throughout each year, as well as year
to-year. Half way through 1996 the school had fifty five
transition students which meant the proportion of five year old
children

in

multi-age classes was very high in relation to other

age groups. These fluctuations placed increasing pressure on the
school to adequately meet the needs of the children and their
teachers. Consequently, multi-age grouping continued to be
fined tuned to a point where, in many ways, it no longer
resembled the original innovation first proposed by the
initiating principal.
Interviews with the new principal and the assistant principal at
the end of 1997 indicated that they felt that multi-age grouping
was still a feature of the school but that over the years teachers
had made modifications in relation to specific conditions.
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However, all the teachers interviewed were not of the same
mind. One teacher said, ' I think we've very much gone back to
the way we were before the innovation' (teacher 1 , personal
interview). Another said that 1997 was,
the first year we've reverted back. We basically dumped it and people
don't like to say we've dumped it but sure as anything that's what
we've done without openly saying it. There was a clear decision to
introduce it but there hasn't been such a clear cut decision to dump it. But
it's been dumped defacto. (teacher 2, personal interview)

In

terms of the school, data suggests that since 1997 the school

has a system where teachers can chose to have a multi-age
group but it is strongly recommended that they team teach and
cooperatively plan. The school executive will continue to
provide support in relation to release time so teachers can plan
together. The whole staff has agreed that they do not want to
have straight age classes.
One teacher reflected on the change process that, 'actually

I

think it's been like a big stone thrown into the pond: a big
bloody splash in the beginning and the ripples are going and
we're back to about where we were' (teacher 3, personal
interview).
4.3.9

Government and Other Agencies

Pullan (1991) reports of the gulf between government agencies
'preoccupied with policy and program initiation' and the local
practitioner (p. 79). In some way this was true of the program at
Crisfield. However, one government policy, namely NT
Profiling did support the implementation of the innovation.
Profiling was introduced to NT schools,

in

1996 to be started in

1997, and fully implemented by 2000. Similar to the Australian
Profiles, each Learning Area is divided into levels. In the
primary school children are expected to move through four
levels. This had a positive effect on the introduction o f multi
age grouping at the school. The assistant principal stated,
Yes, we like profiling: we love the English T-10. We like those that
they're producing. We're even saying to parents, to allay their fears,
'look your child goes down the road to high school and you might find
that your child may come home with work that you've seen them doing
three years ago it's just that the level he's at but he's getting more
exposure to that particular genre or whatever. Teachers are wanting the
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Department to recognise that they are restraining us by putting those

focuses according to those particular years.

The profiles meant that when discussing the concept of multi
age grouping to parents, especially new parents from interstate,
the school was able to move away from the rigid age- for-grade
system which had often caused misunderstanding. This
government policy, though not directly related to multi -age
grouping did have a positive impact on the fate of this
innovation.

4.4

SUMMARY
In this chapter the findings from data collected have been
presented and discussed using Fullan's (1991) two frameworks
relating to the initiation and implementation stages of the
change process. This data included the results of a survey
conduced in 1994, the end of the first year of implementation
and again in 1995. Data from interviews with teachers,
executive teachers, parents, School Council chairpersons and
officers of the NTDE have been compared with these results.
Other data including field notes, field observations, school
newsletters, council meetings minutes, statistical records and
school publications have been interwoven with the other data
providing triangulation, whereby reliability and validity has
been enhanced.
In the following chapter, conclusions will be drawn from these
findings and recommendations made. The conclusions will
relate to the research questions which seek to discover what the
relationship is between the initiation process and subsequent
implementation and, what other factors emerged during
implementation that determined what change in practice
actually occurred.
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CHAPTER 5
5.1

-

CONCLUSIONS & RECOMM ENDATIONS

I N T R O D U CTION
In the previous chapter the findings of this study were

presented. Two frameworks developed by Michael Fullan
relating to the initiation and the implementation stages of a
change process were used to organise and analyse the data from
two surveys, interviews, field notes and secondary sources.
Conclusions and recommendations will be made in relation to
the following research questions cited in Chapter 1 :

1 ) What was the relationship between the initiation process
and subsequent implementation of multi-age grouping at
Crisfield School?

2) What other factors emerged during implementation of
multi-age grouping at Crisfield School that determined what
change in practice actually occurred?

Sub-questions
a) How did teachers affect the fate of the innovation?
b) How did parents affect the fate of the innovation?
c) How did the principal affect the fate of the innovation?
d) At what point does modifications to an innovation result in
it no longer resembling the original innovation?
e) What longer term changes existed at Crisfield School after
the five years since initiation.
Sub-questions (a) and (b) will be incorporated into the first
research question where there is a logical connection and, sub
question (c) will be discussed in the second research question to
avoid duplication. Sub-questions (d) and (e) will be dealt with
separately.
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5.2.0

THE R E LATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE INITIATION
PROCESS AND SUBSEQUENT IMPLEMENTATION OF
THE I NNOVATION
In

drawing conclusions about the relationship between the

initiation process and the subsequent implementation, Fullan's
frameworks will be used. In relation to the initiation stage, not
all the factors described by Fullan were a major part of the
change process at Crisfield School. The most influential factors
identified were:
•

existence and quality of innovation

•

access to information

•

external change agents (i.e. the Deputy Director-general

•
•

Schools)
teacher advocacy
community pressure/support/apathy.

The following factors had little impact on the initiation of the
innovation:
•

advocacy from central administrators (which in the NT are
the Regional Superintendents)

•

new policy and funds

•

problem-solving and bureaucratic orientations.

The following factors affected the implementation:
•

need

•

clarity

•

complexity

•

quality and practicality of program

•

the school district

•

the community

•

the principal

•

the teachers.

The influence of government and other agencies was not a
major determinant

in

the implementation, although it is

acknowledged that the government does impact on Crisfield
School though its Minister for Education.
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Whilst there is no direct correlation between the initiation and
implementation factors, there is a degree of reciprocity, which
will be used where appropriate to show the relationship
between the initiation and implementation stages. As stated
earlier where a sub-question relates closely, it will be included
in the discussion to avoid repetition.
5.2. 1

The Quality of the Innovation

Multi-age grouping has been in existence for many years, more
recently since the work of Goodlad and Anderson (1959).
Research has shown multi-age grouping is a quality innovation
citing advantages such as continuity for children, improved
social and emotional development and children learning at
their own pace (Carter 1994; Potter 1995; Kinsey 1996) .
However, studies have also highlighted some disadvantages
including older children not being academically extended,
younger children being overwhelmed, more demands being
placed on the teacher, clashes with the teacher, the personality
of the teacher impacting on the child over three years and
stability of staff (Byrnes, Shuster & Jones. 1994; Potter 1995; Katz
1996).
Through the data some of these concerns were confirmed.
During the initiation stage there were doubts about the
academic achievement of older children which was first alluded
to by parents during the information night when multi-age
grouping was initially discussed. Later these concerns were
addressed by the principal in a booklet, 'Your Questions
Answered' distributed to parents and teachers.
However, after the first and second year of implementation
these concerns were again identified by parents during
interviews and responses to questions in the two surveys. Forty
two percent of respondents said after the second year of
implementation, they felt that academically multi-age grouping
did not benefit the oldest, whereas benefits for the youngest and
middle children were recognised. Whilst there was no data
from students' assessment or reports to substantiate these
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perceptions, teachers did confirm that there had been one group
of children who had been in an overcrowded, three teacher T-2
module who by Year 3/4 did appear to have academic and social
problems. However, the data did not show if this was due
directly from: multi-age grouping; being in an overcrowded
area; related to the teachers' ability; the nature of that particular
group of children; or, a combination of these factors.
So, whilst it is not possible to make any definite conclusion
regarding possible academic disadvantage to older children in a
multi-age class, i t is possible to conclude that it was an issue
parents perceived as a concern and therefore warranted
attention. Whether the oldest children were or were not
disadvantaged academically is not the question, rather it is more
to do with addressing concerns early in the change process.
Recommendation 1: that when embarking on a

such as multi-age grouping,
perceived concerns during

it is important

the

to

change program

address parents'

i ni tiati on stage through

extensive consultation, information nights, the dissemination
of printed material.

Young children being overwhelmed by having older children
in

the same class was another disadvantage cited in the

literature. During the initiation stage this was not identified,
although a question about class size was raised by parents
during the information night. However, as the program was
implemented concerns about the Transition children who were
the youngest in the classes became apparent. This was attested to
in

the parents responses to relevant questions in the two

surveys and teacher I executive teacher interviews. It resulted in
the program being modified

in

1996 to include a T / 1 class, and

in 1997, three T / 1 classes.
In

some ways the needs of Transition children could have been

addressed differently. It was clear that there were many
problems arising from the three-teacher module. This was
conveyed in comments from parents in open-ended questions
of the survey and in interviews with the in-coming principal,
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the assistant principal and a teacher. Major problems stemmed
from over-crowding, noise levels and the lack of specific
professional development for teachers new to the schooL One
solution may have been to address these issues rather than
introducing a T / 1 class. For once a T / 1 class was created the
original concept of whole school multi-age grouping was
modified significan t1 y.
Another disadvantage cited

in

the literature was the extra

workload of teachers. This was not identified during the
initiation stage but during the first year of implementation it
became clear that for teachers to cope with the age range, team
teaching was essential. In fact, the principal and assistant
principal said that they saw team teaching as a fundamental part
of multi-age grouping and would provide release time to enable
teachers to plan together. Parents also recognised this and
included a related question in the survey. In the 1995 survey
88% of respondents thought that team teaching was a key to

successful multi-age grouping.
Recommendation 2: that team teaching should be an essential

part

of

any mul ti-age grouping program.

The last concern that was mentioned in the literature about
multi-age grouping was that of stability of the people involved
in the reform program. Mobility of staff and students was
identified as a problem in the literature (Goodlad and Anderson
1959; Sheppard and Brown 1996). In the Goodlad and Anderson
study of nongraded schools the response to the question, 'what
were the most difficult blocks or problems to overcome'
mobility of staff and pupils was identified. It is clear that when
key people leave, the disruption to a program is significant.
The departure of key people during the early stages of the
program was perhaps the most important factor influencing the
fate of this innovation. During the first six months of
implementation one of the two very supportive teachers left.
This meant a new person came into the module with no
experience, knowledge or preparation for multi-age grouping. It
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also meant for those children the benefits of staying with the
same teacher for more than one year was lost. During the
second year of implementation another of the original teachers
left so that there were only two out of five multi-age grouping
teachers who had been with the same class. Teacher mobility
continued over the four years of implementation studied.
While this lack of continuity had an affect on the program, the
departure of the initiating principal who retired halfway
through the second year of implementation was much greater.
After the principal left teachers began to question the program
and without his enthusiasm and encouragement, changes were
gradually introduced that greatly altered the innovation.
Consequently, the project stalled and never regained its
moment u m .
In the case o f Crisfield School it must b e concluded that mobility

of staff had a major negative impact on the fate of the multi-age
grouping project.
Recommendation 3: that when contemplating
program such

as

a

change

the introduction of multi-age grouping, there

ne,eds to b e a commitment by the main change agents to remain
at the school

for at

least three to five years.

However, it was not just mobility of staff that impacted on the
fate of the innovation. Goodlad and Anderson had also
identified the mobility of students as a possible disadvantage.
The number and make-up of the children in the early
childhood section of Crisfield School was instrumental in
shaping the fate of this innovation. During the early stages of
the implementation stage numbers in this area increased and
led to the creation of an additional class. Space was limited so
three classes were placed in one module which, in the past, had
been avoided

as

it was considered to create a difficult

learning/ teaching environment. Numbers continued to
increased during the second

year

so that each class was large.
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The make-up of children was also difficult for the school to
control. There were some classes with more of one age group
rather than the equal division of older, middle and youngest
children. The data also suggest that within the three teacher
unit was a group of boys with behaviour problems who appear
to have continued to be troublesome as they have moved
through the school. This added to problems within the module
and general problems with Transition students coming into a
large, noisy area with two teachers new to the school.
These concerns were raise in the 1995 parent survey and
interviews with teachers and, contributed to the decision to
introduce a T / 1 class which was a significant modification to the
original whole school multi-age grouping plan.
One can conclude that during the change process at Crisfield
School, there were factors that were not anticipated and beyond
the control of those implementing the program. However, in
addressing the problems perhaps it would have been better to
have made changes which did not affect the integrity of the
innovation.
Recommendation 4: that during the implementation of a
change program such as multi-age grouping, those leading the
program need to be aware that there will be factors beyond their
control but, in seeking solutions to those problems care, time
and thought need to be given to solutions that will not
jeopardise the long term success of the program.

5 . 2 .2

Access to Information About the Innovation
During the initiation stage access to information about multi
age grouping was facilitated by the initiating principal who
distributed articles to the staff and School Council chairperson.
He had made himself conversant with current research and was
very enthusiastic about the innovation. During the six month
initiation stage he arranged a pupil-free, professional
development day with a visiting interstate expert on multi-age
grouping. However, during the first year of implementation
professional development did not occur. This impacted on a
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new teacher who replaced one of the teachers. The following
year when new teachers arrived, professional development
sessions only began in June with a series of four breakfast
sessions. Teachers interviewed commented that it would have
been beneficial for the new teachers, in particular, to have
received some training in multi-age grouping. and that in some
ways they were, 'thrown in the deep end'.
During the second year of implementation the Enterprise
Bargaining Agreement was being negotiated and work bans
were in place for nearly a year. This had a significant impact on
professional development and teachers' access to information.
Recommendation 5: that when undergoing a change program
such as multi-age grouping, an ongoing program of professional
development is put in place, during the initiation and
throughout the implementation stages to cater for all staff, in
particular new staff.

5.2.3

External Change Agents and the Innovation

This case study was a little unusual given the direct
involvement of the Deputy Director-General Schools as the
initiator of multi-age grouping at the system level. It was
through her own personal experience and interest she decided
to pilot the innovation. In 1993 she arranged to send a few
leading teachers to Victoria, Australia where whole school
multi-age grouping was being implemented. She then funded a
research officer to prepare a report for a committee she had set
up. In 1995 she appointed a multi-age grouping project officer.
This support has been ongoing and a number of schools have
now decided to implement multi-age grouping. However, of
the three schools that first decided to pilot this innovation, two,
including Crisfield, have either modified it greatly or
discontinued i t completely. It would appear that the enthusiasm
generated by the Deputy Director-General Schools was
contagious, but it might have been better, with hindsight, for
her to have required pilot schools to have had a longer
initiation stage.
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Recommendation 6: that while the role of central
administrators is recognised as being instrumental in initiating
change programs, officers initiating change need to be
counselled to take time to plan and prepare thoroughly before
undertaking change.

5.2.4

Teachers and the fate of the innovation
Although in this case study teachers at Crisfield School were not
the main change agents during the initiation stage, they were
instrumental during the implementation and played a major
role in determining the fate of the innovation. Two trends
emerge from the data.
Firstly, previous to the introduction of multi -age grouping
teachers had been involved in deciding class organisation and
lists. When the initiating principal first introduced the concept
of whole school, multi-age grouping, he had suggested
beginning with T 3 classes. The teachers decided they would
-

only begin with T-2 classes. At the end of the first year of
implementation the teachers said that they did not want to
extend to T-3 and maintained the T-2 grouping. By the end of
the second year of implementation they decided to have a T / 1
class to address some o f their concerns about Transition
children. This was a significant move away from the original
concept of whole school multi -age grouping. Finally, after the
third year of implementation the teachers wanted to have three
T / 1 classes which had a major impact on the fate of multi-age
grouping. This leads to the conclusion that the teachers at
Crisfield were essential to the change process.
The second aspect to come from the data was notion of teacher
initiation and ownership. The data revealed that where two
middle and upper primary teachers decided to implement
multi-age grouping, independent from the official pilot
program, these classes continued over the four year
implementation period, enduring, even through a change of
personnel. Whereas the official pilot program, initiated by the
principal, and supported by teachers underwent major
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modifications once the principal and a key teacher left. This
leads to the conclusion that teachers can be key change agents.
Recommendation

7:

that change programs initiated by teachers

will be more long lasting than those initiated from the top
down.

It would appear that the remaining teachers did not 'own' the
program and made changes which seriously undermined the
nature of the innovation. The issue of teacher ownership was
identified by Blackmore ( 1996) and also Goodlad and Anderson
(1959) who studied schools who had implemented multi-age
grouping. They found that informing teachers, giving them
time to build knowledge and a common philosophy was the
second most frequently cited recommendation to other schools
contemplating the introduction of multi-age grouping (p. 173).
In

this case study the principal was very enthusiastic and

persuasive, resulting in teachers agreeing to the
implementation of multi-age grouping. Yet, it does not appear
they had the time to really

own

it. This is supported by

McAdams who states that people will only change when they
are willing and able to do so (p. 141). One can only conclude that
without teacher support and ownership innovations such as
multi-age grouping will have limited longevity.
The issue of time or lack of it, pervades all aspects of this case
study: teachers did not have time to internalise multi-age
grouping; parents did not have time to feel comfortable with
this new approach to schooling; and, there was not enough time
for extended professional development. The issue of adequate
time is a consistent theme in the literature (Bogotch and Kirby
1996; Martinez 1991). Miller (1995) states, 'restructuring is all
about time - making time, taking time, finding more
meaningful ways to spend time' (p. 60).
The data demonstrate clearly that parents and some staff felt
that the initiation stage was too short. The School Council
chairperson suggested at least a two year lead-in period, rather
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than the six months. This is supported by Surbeck (1995) and the
staff of Mill Park Primary school, Victoria, Australia who agreed
that they needed a two year lead -in period to share information
with parents and staff. It took from 1988 to 1993 for Mill Park
Primary school to implement a whole school multi-age
structure (O'Sullivan 1994: 45). The most recent school in the
NT has taken two years to initiate their multi-age grouping
program.
Recommendation

8: that when embarking on a change program

such as multi-age grouping, time must be given to providing
information and allowing teachers and parents to accommodate
this new i n formation.

Recommendation

9: that a

two year initiation stage be part of

any change program such as multi-age grouping.

5.2.5

Parents and the Fate of the Innovation
Much of the literature relating to multi-age grouping (Goodlad
and Anderson 1987; Miller 1967; Lewis 1969; Hunter 1992;
Schrenko 1993; Byrnes, Shuster & Jones 1994; McClellan 1995;
Jeanroy 1996; McClay 1996, cited in Byrnes, Shuster and Jones

1994), suggest that the involvement of the school community,
in particular that of parents and the School Council, was
important during the initiation and implementation stages of
introduction. This was overwhelmingly reflected in the
findings of this case study where parents played an important
role.
Data from the two parent surveys and interviews with parents,
teachers and executive teachers showed that consultation with
parents was not sufficient in the six months before multi -age
grouping was implemented. Only 21% of parents felt that there
had been enough consultation before multi-age grouping was
introduced. The initiating principal himself admitted that this
was an area he did not do well. He assumed that parents were
familiar with multi-age grouping given the school's history of
occasional multi-age classes and composite classes.

144
In regards to obtaining information about multi-age grouping,
less than half (45% in 1994 and 38% in 1995) felt there had been
sufficient opportunity. These issues impacted on the
implementation significantly. Many of the parents who felt they
had been left out of the initiation process, continued to be
unhappy during the first two years of implementation. Whilst
they did not directly lobby for the program to be changed, their
presence was felt. This was particularly true of a small but
influential group of unhappy parents who were on the School
Council. Although small in number, they were able to maintain
negative pressure on the school and were instrumental in the
creation of a sub-committee which would evaluate multi-age
grouping. This had the affect of keeping parents' concerns on
the surface. Their dissatisfaction was not entirely about the
innovation itself, but also about difficulties with the principal's
management style. This situation had been present even before
multi-age grouping was first introduced. The principal was
aware of this discontent and reflected that he would have
handled parents differently.
The influence of a small but influential group of parents in
changing the fate of an innovation is described by Shields and
LaRocque (1997). The Shields and LaRocque case study is slightly
different from Crisfield School study because the parents were
directly involved in stopping the innovation, but the concept is
similar. It warns those contemplating change in a school
community of the need to include parents in the process,
particularly during the initiation stage. This was also
recommended by participants in the Goodlad and Anderson
(1959) study of teachers involved in multi-age schools. The
most frequently cited suggestion to anyone thinking of
introducing multi-age grouping into a school was to take time
and get full parental understanding (see Table 1). Three of the
top ten recommendations related parents: another three related
to taking time and moving slowly.
At Crisfield School during the six month lead-in period, many
parents, especially those on the School Councit felt they had
been marginalised.
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Recommendation 10: that when contemplating a change
program such as the introduction of multi-age grouping, it is
preferable to have a well functioning, supportive School
Council.
Recommendation 1 1 : that when contemplating a change
program such as the introduction of multi-age grouping, it i s
important t o involve parents early in the initiation stage,
giving them time to internalise new information and ideas.

5.3.0

OTHER FACTORS THAT DETERMINED WHAT CHANGE
I N PRACTICE ACTUALL V OCCURRED

There were a number of other factors that emerged during the
implementation of multi-age grouping at Crisfield School that
determined what change in practice actually occurred including:
• need
•
•
•
•

clarity
complexity
scale and complexity
the principal.

These factors relate directly to those Pullan has identified as
affecting implementation. Conclusions about each will be now
be discussed

in

relation to what change in practice actually

occurred.
5.3.2

Need For and Clarity of the Innovation

Need and clarity will be discussed together because they are
closely related. Day (1985) suggests that only when there is a
need change

will

take place. One is reminded of the person

wanting to buy a new car and being told of its 'cruise control'
feature. When asked what need cruise control meets, the eager
salesperson explained that it was for those times when you got
tired of putting your foot on the accelerator.

If

keeping one's

foot on the accelerator had never been a problem, then this
feature will not induce the customer towards purchasing that
particular model. Even if the customer is cajoled into buying
this car, chances are that the cruise control will not be used
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often. This situation is relevant to this case study. The data did
not reveal teachers were clear about a need multi-age grouping
would address. Rather, it was seen as new, different and worth
giving a try.
The principal did argue that multi-age grouping was more
appropriate to the development of children in relation to their
learning and there was some mention that it might overcome
some of the problem associated with the intake of children from
pre-school into the main school. However, none of the teachers
interviewed clearly articulated any real need multi-age
grouping would meet.
This meant that there was lack of clarity about the goals and
means. Data collected did not demonstrate that teachers or
parents were clear about the long term implications of this
innovation. This may be due to the limited lead-in time. So,
just like when buying a car with cruise control, teachers at
Crisfield School went along with the idea, but in the long run
when the enthusiastic salesperson was no longer involved, they
gradually forgot or stopped using the new innovation.
Recommendation

12:

that when contemplating a change

program such as the introduction of multi-age grouping, there
should be a clear sense of the need (or needs) the innovation
will address and that the implications of implementing the
innovation also need to be clearly articulated.
5.3.2

Complexity of the Innovation

Complexity relates to the difficulty and extent of the change
required of the individuals responsible for change and in this
case study this mainly involved the early childhood teachers
and to a lesser extent parents of children in these classes. The
data suggests that there was some contradictions in terms of the
scale of change required for the introduction of multi-age
grouping at Crisfield School.
On one hand, the principal felt that it would not be a major

change from what had previously been in place. Some of the
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teachers commented that there had been 'a big deal' made of
something that was not that different. On the other hand,
teachers did not want to move straight into T-3 classes as first
suggested because they though it was too big a step and a
number of parents thought it was a major change for teachers
who were required to teach multi-age classes. In the 1995 survey
84% of parent respondents thought teachers should have a
choice of whether they wanted to teach in a multi-age grouping.
After the first year of implementation 46% did not like the idea
o f their children having the same teacher throughout early
childhood, although this did drop significantly the next year to
28%.
On the weight of evidence, it would appear that whole school

multi-age grouping was a major change and, unlike the small
pockets of multi-aged classes that had appeared on the school
landscape over the years, this innovation required a great deal
of restructuring for it to be successful.
Bernard and McLaughlin (1977) found that ambitious projects
were less likely to succeed but were more likely to stimulate
more teacher change. This is true for individual teachers
involved

in

the case study, such as the two teachers who

originally went along with multi-age grouping but did not
appear to be fully convinced. They went on to team teach multi
age groups together for the four years of this study and gained
Master Teacher status in the process. However, it would not be
true to say that this change program had long lasting effects on
the school except that the notion of team teaching and
cooperative planning and teaching in a multi-age group became
more formalised and supported officially by the executive
teachers and the staff agreed that they did not want to have any
straight-age classes.
Therefore, it would be reasonable to conclude that the scale of
change was too large and that perhaps it would have been better
to have begun with a one or two T-2 classes, offering both
teachers and parents a choice, and then gradually moving
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towards a whole school implementation as the school
community became more comfortable with it.
Recommendation 13: that when contemplating a change
program such as the introduction of multi-age grouping. the
scale of change required needs to be carefully thought through,
given that major change introduced over a short time frame
can overwhelm both teachers and parents and significantly
contributing to its eventual failure.

5.3.3

The Principal and the Fate of the Innovation

It is clear that from the data that the initiating principal played a
major role in determining the fate of this innovation.
However, mention must also be made of the principal who
inherited this project when the initiating principal retired. She
was supportive of multi-age grouping was prepared to listen
and act on teachers' feedback.
The principal who first introduced multi-age grouping to the
Crisfield School community had been selected by the Deputy
Director-General Schools to visit an interstate school to observe
multi-age grouping. Upon his return the principal was very
enthusiastic to implement multi-age grouping and began
convincing his staff of its merits. He distributed written
information and arranged a pupil free day for his staff with a
visiting consultant.
Two teachers were very supportive of the idea and eventually
during the

six

months leading up to implementation, the rest of

the early childhood staff agreed to the project. However, after
this principal retired the in-coming principal found that the
commitment to the innovation was not as strong as first
thought. It appeared from interviews with those involved, the
initiating principal was so enthusiastic that some teachers were
caught up in the momentum, feeling they were not able to
voice any negative feedback.

This

meant that after the principal

retired and the new principal sought feedback about the
program, teachers began to distance themselves from the
original plan. From this it is reasonable to conclude that

149
teachers did not really 'own' the innovation.

It

serves as a

warning to those contemplating introducing change into a
school, especially principals, to be aware that their position and
ability to persuade can coerced staff into agreeing to change. This
can impact negatively on the long term fate of the innovation.
Recommendation 14: that when contemplating a change
program such as the introduction of multi-age grouping, change
agents particularly principals need to create an environment
where concerns
to develop

can be freely raised and resolved, with the aim

a process whereby change can be sustained over

time.

5.3.4

Other Questions to be Answered
Two questions remain to be answered: they are sub-questions (e)
and (f) which ask:
(e) At what point do modifications to an innovation result in it
no longer resembling the original innovation?

(f)

What longer term changes existed at Crisfield School after
the five years since initiation?

In relation to the first sub-question, whilst it is acknowledged

that no innovation or change program will fit a specific
situation and there will always be some need for modification,
it is also accepted that there does come a point when those
modifications mean that the integrity of the initial innovation
has been lost. Hargreaves (1992) states that there can be the
appearance of change but in fact very little has changed and this
can be very difficult to assess and monitor.
This is true of the Crisfield School change program.

It

was

expected that over time there would be changes to the original
plan. However, the changes that happened within the first four
years of implementation were such that they resulted in the
goal of whole school multi-age grouping not being achieved. (In
terms of the caterpillar and butterfly metaphor alluded to in
Section 2.5.2 it would appear in this case study that whilst the
caterpillar and butterfly have the same basic make-up, major
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differences in appearance and ways of operating make each
creature very different.)
This leads to the next question which seeks to ascertain the long
term changes to Crisfield School. As described earlier, the school
'pre' multi-age grouping had a system of optional multi-age
classes, initiated by teachers who chose to team teach. These
teachers usually cooperatively planned and taught together.
Other classes comprised mainly composite classes with the
occasional single-age class. After the six month initiation period
and first four years of implementation, the school now has a
system very similar to the former system, with four teachers
choosing to teach two multi-age groups.
What is different is that the staff has now made the decision not
to have any single-age classes and the Executive Teachers have
made a formal commitment to provide support for teachers in
multi-age classes to have additional time to plan together.
To reiterate an earlier quote of a teacher (which has been
paraphrased and incorporated into the title of this thesis),
'actually I think it's been like a big stone thrown into the pond: a
big bloody splash in the beginning and the ripples are going and
we're back to about where we were.'
Whilst this is a slight overstatement, in many ways it does
reflect the fate of the innovation. Overall the long term changes
have been minimal although the school is not quite the same.
5.4

SUMMARY
This chapter has described conclusions that have been reached
after careful analysis of the findings. It has shown that in this
case study there were a number of key aspects which have
contributed to the fate of the innovation. The following
recommendations were made to those contemplating multi-age
grouping:
•

address parents' perceived concerns during the initiation
stage
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•

consider team teaching as an essential part a multi-age
grouping program

•

seek a commitment by the main people involved the
introduction of multi-age grouping to remain at the school
for at least three to five years

•

be aware that there will be factors beyond your control but in
seeking solutions care, time and thought need to be given to
solutions that will not jeopardise the long term success of

•

the program
ensure an ongoing program of professional development is
put in place, during the initiation and throughout the
implementation stages to cater for all staff, in particular new
staff

•

central administrators need to advise potential reformers to
take time to plan and prepare thoroughly before undertaking
change

•

•
•
•

change programs initiated by teachers may be more long .
lasting that those initiated from the top down
time must be given to providing information and allowing
teachers and parents time to accommodate new information
allow a two year initiation period before implementing
multi-age grouping
ensure there is a well functioning, supportive School
Council before introducing a change program such as multi
age grouping

•

•

involve parents early in the initiation stage, giving them
time to internalise new information and ideas
make sure there is a clear understanding of the need (or
needs) the innovation will address and that the implications
of implementing the innovation are also understood

•

give thought to the scale of change required, avoid doing
much, too soon

•

create an environment where concerns can be freely raised
and resolved with the aim to develop a process whereby
change can be sustained over time.

It is clear that the road to educational reform is not an easy one
to travel. Before and during the journey many factors act on
each other creating unique conditions. These need to be dealt
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with adequately if the journey is to continue and the
destination reached.

Of

course, once the traveller has arrived,

there is always another journey to plan and anticipate.
5.5

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

During the course of this study two issues arose which although
of interest were not a part of its design. These are included for
future research:
•

the perception by some parents that the quality of the teacher
was the major determinant of a success of change program
(This issue arose from comments made in the open-ended

•

questions of the surveys.)
the leadership style of the principal as a factor in initiating
and implementing successful change programs

•

how change is sustained.
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APPENDIX 1

Timeline of School Council's Evaluation of Multi-age Grouping
(prepared by the Multi-age Sub-committee)
1994

Oct

Devise timeline and first survey.

Nov

Complete survey and collate results.

Dec

Write initial report and present to council.

1995

March
April

Information Sharing night Week 8.

May

Home discussion groups.

June

Home discussion groups. Students' survey.

July
Aug
Sept
Oct

Devise second survey.

Nov

Complete survey.

Dec

Analyse results, preliminary report.
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APPENDIX 2

CRISFIELD SCHOOL COUNCIL
PARENT SURVEY
ON M U LTI-AGE GROUPING

Dear parent(s) or guardian(s)
Please find attached a survey about the Multi
age Grouping Pilot (MAG) Program introduced
in 1994 into the T-2 classes of the early
childhood section of Crisfield school. This
survey has been prepared by the School Council
to determine parent's view on the MAG
program.
Last year a similar survey was sent to parents. It
provided the School Council with information
about what parents thought about MAG. It
showed that around 35% of parents had some
concerns. Since that time parents have had the
opportunity to discuss MAG with their child's
teacher, take part in discussion groups in
parents' homes and join a parent-led group
assessing the program.
This is the next step in the School Council's
evaluation program. All answers will be strictly
confidential. Please fill out Section C for each
child who is in T-2. Do not fill in Section C for
children who are Year 3 or older.

To ensure privacy place your completed survey
in the unmarked envelope and then place this
envelope in the larger marked envelope. This
will tell us who has returned their survey but
still keep the your identity anonymous. Return
it to the school by Friday 3 November 1995. We
hope to present initial results to the November
Council meeting.
Thank you for your time.
Crisfield School Council
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SECTI ON A
::J
:J

No
:J
0

0
0
:J

::J
:J
:J

0
0
0

:J
:J

0
0
0

:J
:J
:J
:J

Yes

(a)

My child was in a MAG class at Crisfield last year (1994).
(b) I complet ed a MAG survey last year (1994).
(c) If yes: last year I
• had many concern s about the MAG program
• had some concern s about the MAG program
• was very happy with the MAG p rogram.
(d) I have gained most informa tion about MAG from
• talking with my child's teacher
• talking with other school staff
• reading informa tion about MAG
• attendin g parent meeting s (home discussi on,
parent-l ed, MAG Evaluat ion com mittee)
• Sch ool Council Meeting s
• talking with other parents
• Other specify

Cl

0

SECTI ON B
MULTI-AGE GROUPING IN GENERAL
SA A
I
underst
and what is meant by multi-ag e
1
0
0
groupin g.
2 I do not know h ow it is operatin g at Crisfield . 0
0

lu

D l SD

0

0

0

0

I 0

0

I

I

3 I think multi-ag e groupin g was implem ented

0

0

:J

0

::J

4

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0 10 1

5

6

7

8

well.
Multi-ag e groupin g allows a student to
develop at her / h is own pace.
A key to successf ul multi-ag e groupin g is the
ability of teachers to function as a team.
Teacher s should be provide d with adequat e
on-goin g speciali st training to teach multi-ag e
grouped classes.
Childre n are disadva ntaged by teaching other
children in multi-ag e group classes.
The presenc e of Transiti on students
disadva ntages the older child ren.

Comme nts on 'Multi-a ge Groupin g In General' section.
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9
10
11
12

13

14

15

THE SCHOOL SYSTEM
The school should maintain two streams of
teaching: single-age d and multi-age d classes.
Teachers should have a choice as to whether
they teach a multi-age class.
My concerns about multi-age grouping have
not been adequatel y addressed by the school.
I would not like my child to have the same
teacher througho ut his /her early childhood
school years.
Academic ally a multi-age class benefits the
• youngest in the class
• middle of the age range in the class
• oldest in the class .
Socially a multi-age class benefits the
• youngest in the class
• middle of the age range in the class
• oldest in the class.
Emotiona lly a multi-age class benefits the
• youngest in the class
• midd le of the age range in the class
• oldest in the class.
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Commen ts on 'The School System' section.

SECTIO N C
Please complete Section C for each ch ild in T -2.

CH ILD 1

16
17
18

19

AGE ____ ____years

MY CHILD'S EMOTIO NAL PROGRESS
I th ink my child's emotional needs are
being met in a multi-age d class.
My child does not enjoy being in a multiage class.
There has been an improvem ent in my
child 's self esteem since he/she has been in
a multi-age class.
I am happy with my child's attitude to
learning since he/she has been in a multiage class.

SA

A

u

SD

D

I

0

0

0

0

0

0

0
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0

0

0
I

I
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Comments on 'M y Child's Emotional Progress' section.

MY CHILD'S ACADEMIC PROGRESS
20 I think my child's academic learning needs
would be better met in a single-age class.
21 I am happy with my child's academic
progress in a multi-age class.

I SA

0
0
I

u

A

0
!I

0

I

so

0

:J

::l

::l

I

l

:J

I

::l I ::l

I

'

Comments on 'My Child's Acad emic Progress' section.

MY CHILD'S SOCIAL PROGRESS
22 I think my child's social needs would be
better met in a single-age class.

SA

A

u

. so

0

0

Q

0 ' :J

23 A multi-age class increases my child's
opportunity to make friendships.

0

0

0

0

I 0

24

0

0

0

0

0

::l

I

I

I am not happy with my child's social
progress in a multi-age class.

Comments on 'My Child's Social Progress' section.

u

so

PARENT-T EACHER COMM UNICATIO N

SA

A

25 I feel comfortable discussing multi-age
group issues with my child's teacher.
26 There is not sufficient opportunity for
parents to gain information on the multiage grouping teaching program at Crisfield.
27 There was sufficient consultation with
parents before multi-age grouping was
introduced at Crisfield.

0

0

0

::l

0

0

0

::l

0

0
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I

0

0

:l

:J

I

0
I
I'

I

Comment on 'Parent-Tea cher Commun ication' section.

Thank you for your time.
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APPENDIX 3

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
Deputy Director-General School NT Education Department

1

When did you

first

hear about the Multi-aged grouping

program?
2

What educational outcomes attracted you to this program?

3

Why did you

4

What were the benefits?

5

What were the disadvantages?

6

Where is the program being trialled?

7

Did you anticipate any difficulties in implementing this

think

it would be appropriate to the

NT?

program?
8

What long term appraisal of this program has the Dept
developed?

9

How do think this program is developing in the NT?

10

What would you like to see changed?

11

What d o you think has been the main problem areas for
parents?

12

How would you suggest these problems can be overcome?
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School
1

Principal

When did you first hear about the Multi-aged grouping
program?

2

What educational outcomes attracted you to this program?

3

Why did you think it would be appropriate to your school?

4

What did you perceive as the benefits to your school?

5

What did you perceive as possible disadvantages to your
school? ?

6

Did you anticipate any difficulties in implementing this
program?

7

How did you introduce the program to the school community?

8

Would you do anything differently if you had your time again?

9

How do think this program is going?

10

What would you like to see changed?

11

How have you dealt with parents who have been negative this
program?

12

Has the school population increased or decreased because of this
program?
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Parent who initiated the evaluation Program

1

When you first heard about the Multi-aged grouping program
what did you think?

2

What were your main concerns?

3

Did you think it would be appropriate for your child?

4

What did you perceive as benefits to your child?

5

What did you perceive as disadvantageous to your child? ?

6

How was the program introduced to the school community?

7

Would you suggest any changes if this was done again?

8

How do think this program is going?

9

What would you like to see change?

10

Why did you want t o begin an evaluation program at this time?

