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PREFACE To The CHINESE EDITION

A nongraded school looks like any other school. We do not know of
any school that puts out a banner or sign announcing that it is nongraded.
Yet, most have distinguishing features that differentiate them from schools
that classify children by grade levels, a year at a time, and go through the
process each year of promoting most of the children in each grade to the
next but retaining some in the same grade for another year. However, this
process of moving students along a grade at a time is not the only feature
that differentiates nongraded schools from graded schools.

The first edition of our book, The Nongraded Elementary School, was
published in 1959. We learned so much so quickly from the surge of interest
nationwide and abroad that we made some significant revisions that
appeared in the second edition published in 1963. Not long after this
second edition appeared, one of us received a letter from an irate school
principal who said that from reading the first edition he had accepted the
idea of nongrading as a different pattern of school organization. But he saw
the second edition as suggesting that we were presenting nongrading as a
philosophy of education. He just could not accept such nonsense.
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We would not go so far as to advocate nongrading as a philosophy,
but we stand firm in our belief that it represents the implementation of a
set of essential principles and concepts, both philosophical and
psychological. The philosophical principles have to do with what it means
to be human, and the psychological principles have to do with how one
becomes a responsible, renewing individual. Nongrading contributes
significantly to the school culture of providing appropriate learning
experiences for every student. Like adults, children and youths are
challenged to learn from engaging in tasks that they can do. Being called
upon to do what they cannot yet do leads to frustration and failure.

Nongrading is not a new idea, but it should have received attention
long before it did. Chinese scholars have understood for centuries the
profound differences in the learning aptitudes of human beings. The
debates among Chinese educators regarding how best to educate the
young, especially in schools, were going on centuries before the founding
of the United States of America. Educators in both countries have been
aware that children in a fifth-grade classroom differ widely in their ability
to progress through the curriculum set for them. The data regarding a fifth-
grade class show a spread in pupil achievement from several grades above
to several grades below. Actually, there is no such thing as a fifth-grade
class. The idea that there is such a thing is a myth we should have gotten
rid of many, many years ago.

In the United States, grade classification became a convenient way of
keeping track of students as they progressed upward through the school.
Indeed, grades became so much a part of schooling that the elementary
school often still is referred to as “grade” school. Early in the twentieth
century, there was plenty of evidence to show that the system simply
ignored the realities of student differences. Strangely, however, the idea
of “ungrading” the elementary school did not emerge until well into the
third decade of the century and was regarded as a bold innovation. There



was at about the same time a surge in research that clearly showed the
graded school to be in need of fundamental restructuring. Even though

interest in ungrading schools ran quite high among educators, schools

without specified grade levels remained a novelty.

There was in the late 1950s into the 1960s the rapid rise of a
nationwide urgency for school reform. The launching of the satellite
Sputnik by the U. S. S. R. in 1957 raised serious questions about the
schooling young people in the United States were receiving, especially in
science and mathematics. The 1959 report of the much-respected James B.
Conant on the American high school had provided school boards with a
blueprint for a much-strengthened curriculum in secondary schools. But
schools were not asked to change their ways. Rather, they were called
upon to do much, much better what they had been doing. There was little,
however, in Conant’s report or in policy documents of the nation’s fifty
states to suggest that the very structure of schooling needed to be changed
to align more closely with the growing base of knowledge regarding student
diversity, development, and learning. The existing features—regularities
and systems—remained firmly established. There was little in the
education of educators and in the surrounding culture to suggest that these
old ways were in need of major changes.

Nonetheless, our book caused a stir. Invitations to speak and consult
on the idea of the nongraded elementary school poured in daily. We were
able to pick and choose among the invitations in order to respond to those
that offered promise of some significant things occurring.

We soon learned that the expectations of those who invited us differed
widely from group to group and, of course, among individuals within the
groups. Some were little more than curious. They did not take seriously
the idea of implementation. Some saw only insurmountable pfoblems in
what we proposed. But there were a good many who not only resonated
with the idea of nongradedness but wanted our help in seeking to move
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forward. We began to hear more and more about serious efforts to
nongrade taking place in some schools in most sections of the country.

While the national reform movement of the 1950s into the 1960s called
upon schools to do better what they had been doing for a long period of
time, there was a growing interest among some educators in the schools to
do some things differently. In retrospect, we think that nongrading joined
with several related ideas of the time to change the thinking of educators in
the schools much more than it changed the basic structure of our
educational institutions. The longstanding practice of assigning students to
graded classes remained in most schools that sought to nongrade, but
some well-established curricular and pedagogical practices' in classrooms
changed in ways that reflected the philosophical and psychological
principles underlying nongradedness.

In the United States, the second half of the twentieth century into the
twenty-first has been marked by ‘several cycles of reform that almost
mvaﬁably‘ repeated in various ways earlier recommendations for schools to
do better in their established ways. The demands and expectations of these
cycles usually have absorbed time and energy that might have addressed
more fundamental changes than were called for in the recommendations of
various state and national commissions on school reform. But, toward the
end of these periods of ‘reform, there often has been a surge toward
innovations drawing from the steady advance of educational research.
Consequently, ideas such as nongrading have been seriously considered for
a time, as they were in the 1950s into the 1960s, and then little heard of
for a period of years until they emerged once again. This certainly has been
the case with nongrading. The most successful nongraded schools have
engaged teachers over time in serious discussions of their ongoing work.
They have addressed and taken care of troublesome problems that could be
addressed immediately. School staffs have looked at practices worth
keeping and developed plans for long-term change. Rather than addressing



nongrading head on, they have moved slowly and deliberately from graded
to multi-graded, to multi-aged, to nongraded structures over a period of
years. Both of us have worked with such schools and reported the
processes in other writing (see, for example, Anderson and Pavan,
Nongradedness: Helping It to Happen, 1993; and Goodlad, Romances with
Schools, 2004). Some of what we have learned is reported in the long
introduction to this revised edition of The Nongraded Elementary School
that was published in 1987. The gratifying thing is that most of what we
wrote in the 1959 and 1963 editions has stood up very well over the many
years since they were published. During these years, interest in nongrading
has gone up and down with cycles of educational change and reform, but
there always have been some schools in various stages of renewal that
connect with the basic principles and concepts of nongrading. Editions of
our book have been translated into several different languages, and we
have had the pleasure of responding to educators abroad regarding their
various interests and questions. We are delighted that the present
translation will make what we have written more accessible to Chinese
students preparing to teach, experienced teachers, researchers, and those

scholars seeking new and alternative ideas about how best to educate the
young.

John I. Goodlad
Robert H. Anderson
October 2005
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