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ABSTRACT

The objectives of this research were: 1) to explore advantages and disadvantages of mixed-age
education, and 2) to propose effective strategies in dealing with problems arising through the
implementation of mixed-age education. The sample used were 406 student from six
kindergartens class in Shenzhen, including 202 three mixed-age kindergartens and 204 children
in same-age kindergartens. The research tools used include: question questionnaire, and
classroom observation. The finding of this study were: 1) the result from the study advantages
and disadvantages of mixed-age education found the behavioral interactions among young
children's peers are an important way for young children to socialize. The results of the
treatment of young children's learning behaviors showed that the total learning behavior and
its dimensions had the most positive results, followed by neutral results and very few negative
results. Whereas there were no differences in the results of pro-social behavior and family
environment in terms of differences in the way the classes were organized, the positive results
were greater in the mixed-age classes than in the same-age classes in terms of personality traits.
The behavioral outcomes in the same-age classes were more neutral outcomes. , the special
characteristics of the mixed-age class are better for the development of boys' learning behaviors
to a certain extent than that of the same age class. Second, on the basis of the well-developed
gender identity, girls show more love and help to their younger siblings due to the age gap in
the mixed-age classroom, and in the rare family environment, they are able to resolve conflicts
more objectively due to their older role, give a good example to younger children, avoid
positive conflicts between children, and integrate more naturally into the group in a family-like
environment. Eliminate withdrawal behaviors of unfamiliar anxiety, 2) the result from the
study propose effective strategies in dealing with problems arising through the implementation
of mixed-age education found that in mixed-age classes, teachers ask older children to help
take care of their younger siblings, and during this time, older children become more capable
and younger children have role models, so they improve quickly. In the process of dealing with
the personality traits of young children, giving full play to the special advantages of children
in mixed-age classes and actively encouraging communication and processing among children
themselves not only exercise their problem-solving skills, but also play a good developmental
role in the improvement of their personality traits.
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INTRODUCTION

Mixed age education refers to arranging children of different age groups into a class to play,
live and learn. It is an educational method implemented in all kindergartens nationwide in
Germany. In the age arrangement of kindergartens in Germany, there is a very distinctive
feature that children of different age groups are arranged into a class (called a group in
Germany) to play, live and learn. One of the basic concepts of mixed age education is that
kindergarten classes are similar to a warm family. In such a family, children of different ages
live together like brothers and sisters, playing and learning together. Since each child is a
member of the family, they also have their own living space and preferences. Looking at the
mixed age education in China ( generally called mixed class in China before), there are also
many years of history and experience, but the mixed age class arrangement in China is mainly
due to the following reasons and considerations: (Huang Qiaole, 2009)

1) The economic development in some areas of China is relatively backward, and the
conditions needed for kindergartens, such as housing and teachers, are scarce;

2) Some villages in remote and poor areas are far away from each other, and the villagers live
in scattered places, so they can't enter the school together;

3) Influenced by the national market economy policy, some kindergartens with poor conditions
are short of students or teachers due to reasons such as laid-off workers. With the increase of
only children in China, the situation that children have no brothers and sisters has caused many
education experts and parents to think. Therefore, under the guidance of some experts, positive
mixed age education research has also begun to appear.

This kind of class arrangement, which is similar to the family, plays a very important role in
overcoming the poor social adaptation of the only child. Through interaction, common life and
activities with peers of different ages, children have learned the correct attitude and skills to
interact with others, overcome egocentricity, and cultivate good social behavior, laying a good
foundation for forming a positive and healthy personality. The researcher was therefore
interested in studying whether to explore advantages and disadvantages of mixed-age
education, and to propose effective strategies in dealing with problems arising through the
implementation of mixed-age education.

LITERATURE REVIEWS

Cognitive conflict among peers is an important factor affecting children's social
development

Piaget and Vygotsky emphasized the close relationship between cognitive development and
knowledge construction in social situations; Bandura's social cognitive learning theory
emphasizes the significance of observing and imitating others' behaviors, attitudes and
emotional reactions. Their views have laid a theoretical foundation for the implementation of
mixed age education.

Cognitive conflict between peers will force children to look at problems from the perspective
of others. Children's interaction with peers at all levels of development will increase their
cognitive conflict. The relationship between children and their peers is different from that
between adults and children. In the relationship between adults and children, adults are usually
in an advantageous position, while children are in a passive or inferior position. Children may
succumb to the authority of adults and accept views that they do not understand; The
relationship between children and their peers is usually based on certain cooperation.
Emotional resonance enables children to have a broader cognitive vision of society. Piaget
believes that without the mutual communication and cooperation with others in thought, an
individual can never synthesize his operations into a coherent whole.

In mixed age education activities, the communication and cooperation between children of
different levels of development greatly increase the probability of cognitive conflict, increase
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the opportunities for children's experience, cognition and development, and promote children's
self-learning and sense of success. (Mars, & Zhao Haiyan, 2008)

Mixed age education creates a ' Recent Development Zone'" for children's psychological
development

Children of different ages learn, live and play together. They challenge each other, form
cognitive conflicts, and create a "recent development zone" , thus promoting the development
of abilities in all aspects, especially the development of social understanding. In mixed age
education activities, older children use their own behavior and language to explain or express
to younger children, and younger children use their own behavior and language to imitate or
ask older children. They exceed their original level and reflect the highest level that they can
reach, which is the social construction between different ages. Each child's experience and
ability are enriched and improved in his own "recent development zone". Mixed age education
gives children of different ages, experiences and development levels multiple opportunities for
interaction. (Zhu Lihua, 2015)

Observation and imitation are the main ways for children to learn

Bandura emphasized that in social situations, most human behaviors are learned through
observation. He believes that learners do not need to react to observation learning, nor do they
need to experience and strengthen directly, but only learn by observing others and accepting
consistent reinforcement. The main way for children to learn is to observe and imitate the
behavior of adults or peers to form alternative experiences. According to this theory, social
learning is the result of growth and depends on children's experience and intelligence. The more
diverse the role models, the more likely the observer is to respond creatively.

Mixed age education provides children with a large number of opportunities to emulate peers
at different levels of development. Children learn the language of adults and other children
through imitation, and then recombine or change the language materials in their own way, so
as to promote the improvement of language ability. The young children learned how to build
buildings and play puzzles by observing the older children to operate the game materials, which
promoted the development of action skills. Through imitation, children gradually learn to
communicate with others.

The individual differences of preschool children are more significant, the mixed age class
arrangement model is more consistent with the needs of children's personality development,
and provides more flexibility and learning methods for children's individualized needs. Mixed
age education is obviously superior to peer education in cognitive development, social
communication, cooperation awareness, emotion, language ability. (Liu Hui., 2019

Improvement strategy

The process to improve kindergarten education may be included as following: (Jason, & Wang
Meifang., 2007)

1) In the process of the actual development of kindergarten education, if we want to truly
achieve the effect of mixed age education, we should first promote the improvement of
teachers' role change, concept and quality. Teachers should be allowed to quickly adapt to the
educational model. Only in this way can we truly promote the smooth implementation of this
model in daily education.

2). In the process of mixed age education, we should ensure that the forms are rich. Only in
this way can the final effect of the activity be continuously improved. For example, first of all,
we should ensure that mixed age outdoor activities are carried out irregularly. For example,
morning activities can be set as mixed age activities, allowing children to communicate and
activities freely in the open space.

The open area of the kindergarten divides the functional area, and the teacher is responsible for
the area. It allows children to break the boundaries of the class in pairs, so that children can
actively participate in activities and choose areas according to their own preferences.
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Parents' attitude towards mixed age education

Parents were initially worried about mixed age education. Their concern was whether older
children would bully children, whether children would fail to make friends, whether children
would feel isolated or inferior, and whether older children would be bullied or proud. However,
facts have proved that all parents who have entered the mixed age education said that their
initial concern was unnecessary. In fact, it was parents who were thinking in an adult's way.
Children's nature is not to bully people, but to help others. In mixed age classes, it is rare for
older children to bully children. On the contrary, older children like to take children to study
and play together, take care of and help them in life and study. (Wang Xiaofen & Liu Jingbo,
2007)

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

1) Research Design - Survey research

2) Population and Sample - In this study, a whole-group sampling method was used to select 6
kindergartens in Shenzhen, including 3 same-age school and 3 mixed-age school kindergartens,
and a total of 450 children were population. The sample were 406 students which including
202 children in mixed-age kindergartens and 204 children in same-age kindergartens.

3) Research instruments — tools used were questionnaire, classroom observation form.

RESEARCH RESULTS
1) Result from the study basic information of children.
In this study, a whole-group sampling showed as Table 1 and Table 2 as following:

Table 1 Basic information of children in mixed-age classes
Mixed - Age Classes

Male Female Total
3 years old group 37 39 76
4 years old group 34 37 71
5 years old group 31 24 55
Total 102 100 202

Table 2 Basic information of children in the same age group
Same - Age Class

Male Female Total
Small classes 32 37 69
Middle Class 37 35 72
Large class 34 29 63
Total 103 101 204

2) Result from the study advantages and disadvantages of mixed-age education
Behavioral interactions among young children's peers are an important way for young children
to socialize. The results of the treatment of young children's learning behaviors showed that
the total learning behavior and its dimensions had the most positive results, followed by neutral
results and very few negative results. Whereas there were no differences in the results of pro-
social behavior and family environment in terms of differences in the way the classes were
organized, the positive results were greater in the mixed-age classes than in the same-age
classes in terms of personality traits. The behavioral outcomes in the same-age classes were
more neutral outcomes. The result showed as Table 3 and Table 4 following:
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Table 3 Consistency coefficients for two types of scheduling

Gender Home Personality
Age Profile identity Environment traits
Mixed Age Classes 0.49 0.85 0.87 0.79
Cohort Class 0.87 0.86 0.85 0.29

Table 4 Descriptive statistics of children's learning behaviors in mixed-age classes on different
types of activities

Learning Ability Retreat ability Social skills Total Learning
Behavior

Number Percentage Number Percentag Number Percentag Number Percentage
of times of times e of times e of times

Self-directed

learning 72 21.10% 21 6.20% 41 12.00% 134 39%

Free Activities 5 1320% 19 560% 23 670% 87  26%

Theme Events ¢, 1820% 19 5.60% 39 11.40% 120 35%

Daily Activities 179 52.50% 59 17.30% 103 30.20% 341 100%

Therefore, the special characteristics of the mixed- age class are better for the development of
boys' learning behaviors to a certain extent than that of the same age class. Second, on the basis
of the well-developed gender identity, girls show more love and help to their younger siblings
due to the age gap in the mixed-age classroom, and in the rare family environment, they are
able to resolve conflicts more objectively due to their older role, give a good example to
younger children, avoid positive conflicts between children, and integrate more naturally into
the group in a family-like environment. Eliminate withdrawal behaviors of unfamiliar anxiety.
3) Result from the study propose effective strategies in dealing with problems arising
through the implementation of mixed-age education.

In mixed-age classes, teachers ask older children to help take care of their younger siblings,
and during this time, older children become more capable and younger children have role
models, so they improve quickly. However, in the long run, the older children are less energetic
than their peers, and sometimes they are depressed. Because of the attention of their younger
siblings and the teacher, they will consider more factors when doing things than their peers,
which will put a lot of pressure on the older children and will easily wear out their original
personality. In such cases, older children tend to develop behavioral fatigue.

As for the differences in the way the classes were organized, the children did not differ
significantly in gender characteristics and family environment, while the positive outcomes in
personality characteristics were greater in the mixed-age classes than in the same-age classes.
The reasons for this were found to be that in the mixed-age classes, the predominance of results
in the treatment of personality traits was more pronounced in the toddlers' treatment; in the
same-age classes, the predominance of neutral results was in the teachers' treatment. That is, in
the ways of adjusting personality traits of toddlers, the drive and infection of language and play
behaviors among toddlers in the mixed-age class showed more positive results compared to the
teachers' verbal ways. This is because children communicate and interact with each other in
their own way and with their own characteristics. Therefore, children in the mixed-age
classroom dealt with shy behavior more effectively.

The above findings show that in the process of dealing with the personality traits of young
children, giving full play to the special advantages of children in mixed-age classes and actively
encouraging communication and processing among children themselves not only exercise their
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problem-solving skills, but also play a good developmental role in the improvement of their
personality traits.

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION

The research study on the advantages and disadvantages of mixed-age children’s learning, will
be discussed the findings as follows:

From the survey, on the advantages and disadvantages of mixed-age children's learning we
found a number of problems with mixed-age kindergarten education. Insufficient teachers for
kindergarten mixed-age education. In city kindergartens, there are at least 20 to 30 children in
a class. Since mixed- age education requires teachers to grasp the different levels of
development of each child and to be able to teach them according to the characteristics of
children of different ages, the number of children in a class increases the difficulty of operation
and places high demands on teachers, making it difficult for teachers of average level to handle
the job.

The curriculum resources of kindergarten mixed-age education and the comprehensive quality
of teachers need to be improved currently, the early childhood education model is relatively
homogeneous and is basically traditional same-age education, with classes divided by age and
related curriculum designed. Mixed-age early childhood education curriculum resources are
lacking and teaching experience is insufficient to meet educational needs. Moreover, this
education model requires setting up different activities for children of different ages and
creating a comfortable and free environment to facilitate communication and exchange among
children. In addition, the organization and design of educational activities for mixed- age
children are complicated and require a certain amount of practical experience. Therefore, it
adds to the difficulty of education and requires teachers to accumulate experience in mixed-
age early childhood education, actively explore and combine theory and practice.

Parents have different attitudes towards mixed-age classes

The special feature of Chinese-style education is that we all belong to the same starting line in
terms of age, which is more reassuring for parents and can avoid the situation of children of
different ages, different acceptance abilities and different learning progress. Parents' concerns
about mixed-age teaching are mainly the following: First, they are worried about the learning
obstacles caused by the different ages and abilities of children in the same class. Secondly, they
are worried that the implementation of mixed-age education in schools is only the pursuit of
the so-called noble education, without considering the comprehensive development of the
child, and that a single mixed-age teaching will not help the child's growth. Third, they worry
that their children will have a low self-esteem if they interact with children who are slightly
older than them.

REFERENCES

Huang Qiaole. (2009). The significance of mixed-age education for early childhood education
in China. Huazhang, 000(004), 132-132.

Jason, & Wang Meifang. (2007). On the characteristics of mixed-age education in
kindergartens. Contemporary preschool education, (4), 3.

Liu Hui. (2019). Study on the problems and solutions of kindergarten mixed-age class
education. Reading and writing: Education and Teaching Journal, (2), 1.

Mars, & Zhao Haiyan. (2008). Mixed-age education in Montessori education. Journal of Zibo
Teachers College, (2), 3.

Wang Xiaofen, & Liu Jingbo. (2007). On the necessity of mixed-age education for children.
Early childhood education: educational science, (11), 4.

Zhu Lihua. (2015). Value and implementation of mixed-age education in kindergartens.
Preschool education research, (12), 3.



[7]

Data Availability Statement: The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be
made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of
any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of
interest.

Publisher’s Note: All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do
not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the
editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may
be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

® @ Copyright: © 2023 by the authors. This is a fully open-access article
@ distributed under the terms of the Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).




