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Composite Classes; Stages, Not Ages

At our school, we embrace the philosophy of ‘Stages, Not Ages’ when structuring our classes. This means
that composite classes - where students from two consecutive year levels learn together - are a valuable
and intentional part of our educational approach. Research and experience show that composite classes
provide unique benefits to students, both academically and socially.

1. Individualised Learning

Composite classes encourage a personalised approach to education. Teachers focus on each child's stage
of development rather than just their age, ensuring that all students receive the support and challenge
they need. This allows for differentiated instruction tailored to individual learning styles and abilities.

2. Collaboration and Leadership Opportunities

Older students benefit from reinforcing their learning by supporting younger peers, while younger
students gain confidence by engaging with more advanced concepts. Leadership skills and role modelling
naturally develop in these settings, with students learning from and inspiring one another.

3. Social and Emotional Growth

Research consistently highlights the social benefits of composite classes. Students develop resilience,
adaptability, and strong interpersonal skills as they form friendships across different age groups. These
social skills serve them well beyond the classroom, preparing them for real-world interactions where
working with people of different ages is the norm.

4. Academic Performance

Studies from Australia, New Zealand, the UK, and beyond confirm that students in composite classes
perform just as well academically as those in single-year classes. In some cases, students in composite
settings even demonstrate enhanced problem-solving abilities, independence, and confidence.

5. Flexibility in Class Formation

Composite classes help schools manage enrolment numbers effectively, ensuring balanced class sizes.
This approach allows schools to create the best possible learning environments while maintaining
teacher-student ratios that support effective learning and engagement.
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What the Research Says

e A major review by Veenman (1995) across twelve countries found no significant difference in
academic achievement between composite and single-year classes, with some social and emotional
advantages for students in multi-age settings.

e A University of Glasgow study concluded that composite classes have no negative impact on
academic performance and may even offer social benefits that are harder to quantify.

e Anderson & Parvan (1993) found that composite classes can benefit students of all ability levels, with
the majority of studies showing equal or improved academic outcomes.

e Rasmussen University found that multiage classrooms can foster leadership skills and cooperative
learning among students. What are Multi-Age Classrooms? A Magnified Look at This Learning Model

| Rasmussen University

e The NSW Education department affirmed that composite classes have always been part of education
and that they are not detrimental to learning, in fact, they are essential for catering to diverse
learning needs, including gifted students.

A Common and Effective Approach

Composite classes are not a new concept. They are widely used in schools across the world and are
recognised as an effective way to support student learning. In many cases, composite classes are not
significantly different in age range from single-year classes, given the natural variation in student ages
within any year level.

The Most Important Factor: Quality Teaching

The success of any class, whether composite or single-year, comes down to the quality of teaching.
Research confirms that it is the skill, expertise, and dedication of teachers that make the greatest
difference to student learning. At our school, we prioritise high-quality teaching practices to ensure that
every child thrives, regardless of their class structure.

Final Thoughts

Parents can be assured that composite classes provide a rich and supportive learning environment. They
offer the flexibility to cater to students' individual needs, foster leadership, build social skills, and
maintain strong academic outcomes. We encourage families to see composite classes as an opportunity
for their child to grow, learn, and succeed in a dynamic and inclusive setting.

Angela Falkenberg, APPA President
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