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ABSTRACT Multi-grade teaching is seen as an important policy option for providing access to education for
learners in remote areas. However, achieving excellence in teaching and learning in a rural context remains a
challenge for teachers and other sectors in a changing education system. The study describes the lived experiences
of multi-grade teachers in rural schools and how they survive in their different multi-grade contexts. The research
design was qualitative in nature, using case studies. Data were collected using observations and semi-structured
interviews. The results revealed that teachers have varying perceptions of multi-grade teaching and do not have a
clear understanding of the rationale behind multi-grade teaching. In addition, the findings from the data reflect that
despite the challenges multi-grade teachers face they are able to find ways of using the little they have to enable
teaching and learning to take place in their context. Multi-grade teachers practise useful strategies such as choosing
similar topics and assessing learners in the same classroom according to their different grade levels. The study
recommends that the teacher training curriculum integrates multi-grade teaching strategies as part of the initial
teacher training, to enable teachers to deal with the realities that they face in multi-grade schools. In addition a
well-coordinated support system at national, provincial, district and school level could help teachers cope with
difficulties in their multi-grade classrooms.

INTRODUCTION

Multi-grade education is recognised as the
optimum strategy and practice to reverse the
current situation in rural education, so as to en-
able access, equity and quality of education in
previously neglected areas (Report on the Ge-
neric Multi-grade Education policy (UNESCO
2010). In addition it aims to create an enabling
environment where children in rural areas get a
real chance to succeed in their primary educa-
tion and go on to higher education and post-
school education, enhancing the economic re-
covery of rural areas to become contributing
assets in the national economy. Multi-grade
teaching is a common practice around the world
especially in the rural areas of developing coun-
tries, to provide access for children to universal
primary education. Multi-grade teaching is part
of the reality of rural area public schools and
government-aided farm schools in South Africa
(DoE 2005a).

According to Juvane (2005) most countries
have a national curriculum that is prescribed for
both urban and rural schools. He adds that the
curriculum consists of learning competencies
that are specifically designed for ordinary school
situations and that the multi-grade educator finds

it difficult to make the content meaningful to
learners. In South Africa, educators are using
the Curriculum and Assessment Policies (CAPS)
which is produced for mono-grade classrooms.
Such a curriculum requires educators to plan
separately for each grade. There is no provision
for multi-grade classes. The Department of Ba-
sic Education (DBE) acknowledges that multi-
grade schools exist in South Africa and that much
needs to be done: however nothing has been
done to support teachers who are teaching in
multi-grade schools.

It should be pointed out that the curriculum
used by teachers in multi-grade classrooms is
silent on multi-grade teaching.Teachers are
therefore left stranded in the classroom. Gardin-
er (2008: 60) contends that a decision needs to
be taken about what model of schooling should
shape and influence schooling in the rural ar-
eas, because the different contexts dictate the
implementation pattern of the curriculum. No one
curriculum is suitable for the entirety of the dif-
ferent teaching contexts. The Constitution (1996)
and the South African Schools Act (1996) rec-
ognise the right of all South African children to
have access to quality education. However, the
reality is that quality is compromised in multi-
grade schools since the teachers handling the
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classes were never prepared for multi-grade
teaching.

As Juvane (2010) has found, multi-grade
teaching is often implemented as a necessity in
African countries, rather than by design:  to ad-
dress a shortage of teachers, especially in rural,
hard-to-reach areas with small school enrolments.
This is also true for South Africa. Brown (2010)
emphasises that in South Africa multi-grade
schools are found mainly in the rural areas at
both primary and secondary schools, although
mostly at primary schools. Multi-grade teach-
ing is also practised in developed countries such
as the Netherlands and in England, not always
as a necessity but rather as a pedagogical choice
(Aksoy 2007).

Even though multi-grade teaching is preva-
lent in South African rural schools, little atten-
tion has been accorded to it by the DBE, teacher
organisations and teacher training institutions.
Currently teacher training institutions are not
preparing and empowering teachers for the real-
ities of the multi-grade classroom environment:
hence teachers have a negative attitude towards
the system. This is supported by Juvane (2007)
and Brown (2010), who argue that pre-service
and in-service education programmes for teach-
ers do not address the curricular and instruc-
tional demands of multi-grade teaching, leaving
educators unprepared for the challenges they
will face in practice as multi-grade educators.
Multi-grade teaching is a reality in South Afri-
can schools. All the nine South African provinc-
es have multi-grade schools. Brown (2010: 193)
argues that multi-grade teaching is an under-
researched area in South Africa and therefore it
is not known how many schools nationwide are
multi-grade. One could argue that the prevalence
of multi-grade teaching is underestimated. Most
of these schools are characterised by, among
other things, lack of resources, insufficient class-
rooms, lack of water and sanitation facilities and
unavailability of libraries for learners. In addi-
tion, the conditions in the schools are not con-
ducive to either learning or teaching.

However the Report of the Task Team for the
Review of the Implementation of the Curricu-
lum (DBE 2009) acknowledges that no specific
training has been provided for teachers to teach
multi-grade classes and that there is a lack of
policy guidance for these teachers. The task team
recommends that research and support is need-
ed for teachers in this context. Yet nothing has

been done to assist teachers who find them-
selves in the multi-grade classroom. Emanating
from the above discussion, this study aims to
investigate the experiences of primary teachers
in implementing multi-grade teaching strategy
in the rural schools in North West province. The
study was guided by the question:  How do
primary teachers navigate in the multi-grade
teaching contexts? The study conducted fo-
cused on analysing the existing practice of multi-
grade teaching in South African schools and
explored how teachers cope in their different
multi-grade contexts.

Conceptualisation of Multi-grade Teaching

The concept of “multi-grade” is broad and
there is no universally agreed-on definition
among researchers about the nature of and the
values to be reflected in multi-grade teaching.
As a result, multi-grade teaching does not ap-
pear to enjoy a common interpretation among
researchers and education practitioners. Accord-
ing to Wolff and Garcia (2000) multi-grade
schools are common in rural areas throughout
the world. They add that for the most part these
schools are located in isolated, low-income rural
areas and generally have untrained teachers.
Multi-grade refers to the situation where differ-
ent grades or levels of learners are taught by
one teacher in the same classroom. A review of
the literature confirms that multi-grade educa-
tion may be an option to promote access to ed-
ucation, especially for children in rural areas (Ber-
ry 2010; Juvane 2007; Brown 2010).

Little (1995) defines multi-grade teaching as
the teaching of students of different ages, grades
and abilities in the same group. It is to be distin-
guished from “mono-grade” teaching in which
students within the same grade are assumed to
be more similar in terms of age and ability. It is
also to be distinguished from multi-age-within-
grade teaching, which occurs when there are
wide variations in age within the same grade.
According to Joubert (2007) multi-grade teach-
ing is a setting where the teacher is responsible
for teaching children of different grade levels at
the same time.

Berry (2010) defines multi-grade teaching as
“teaching which occurs within a graded system
of education when a single class contains two
or more student grade levels”. For the purpose
of this paper the following definition of multi-
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grade will be adopted:  multi-grade teaching re-
fers to “a situation in which one educator has to
teach students of two or more grade levels dur-
ing one time-tabled period usually in the same
classroom” (Pridmore 2007: 141).

Theory Underpinning the Study

The conceptual framework within which the
study is conducted is underpinned by the school
effectiveness theory of Hopkins et al.(1996).
According to this theory, the increased pres-
sure for educational systems to attain results
will always be there to meet the developing
needs and demands of various stakeholder
groups. Therefore school improvement, teacher
development and school effectiveness will be at
the centre of activities based on school devel-
opment.

Hopkins et al. (1996) contend what is need-
ed is a well-coordinated, cooperative style of
working that gives individual teachers the con-
fidence to “improvise” in search of the most
appropriate responses to situations they find
themselves in. Teachers in a multi-grade context
have to develop appropriate teaching and learn-
ing materials and use the teaching methodolo-
gies needed for effective learning and teaching
to take place. It should be pointed out that teach-
ers can only “go the extra mile” if they are given
support and encouragement by the Department
of Education and their immediate supervisors,
and by their principals and school heads of de-
partment. Schools practising multi-grade teach-
ing need to build capacity for improvement by
creating a framework for planning and support-
ing change. This is because each school has its
unique priorities. It is those priorities that will
drive the improvement of an individual school.

Furthermore, the creation of development
opportunities for teachers will empower them
and help them feel confident about multi-grade
teaching, which is essential as teachers in those
contexts must feel that they are supported. Hop-
kins et al. (1996) further suggest that work on
conditions within the school has to complement
the curriculum goals or other priorities the school
has set itself. For example, adaptation of the
multi-grade curriculum should be undertaken
jointly by teachers, supported by curriculum
experts working at national level. This will en-
sure that teachers do not feel isolated in their
endeavour to make multi-grade teaching work in
their classes.

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

Research Design

The study employs the interpretive para-
digm. Interpretive research is not just the effort-
less collection of data but a working with data
so as to reveal the essence of participants’ expe-
riences and their reasons for doing things the
way they do (Henning et al. 2004). To this end, a
rich, thick description was written interpreting
the life experiences of the participants. As the
objective of this enquiry was to describe and
explain how teachers make sense of their multi-
grade teaching context, a qualitative design was
chosen. A qualitative approach attempts to un-
derstand human phenomena and investigates
the meaning that people give to the events they
experience (Henning et al. 2004).

The researcher purposefully selected partic-
ipants that will best help her to understand the
project and the research questions. Therefore,
teachers who are currently teaching in multi-
grade classes were selected to participate in the
study. Since there are few teachers in multi-grade
schools, only ten teachers were used in the
study. As Patton (1990) indicates, the logic and
power of purposive sampling lies in selection of
“information-rich” cases for study in depth. In-
formation-rich cases are those from which one
can learn a great deal about issues of central
importance to the purpose of the research. Partic-
ipants met the requirement of qualified teachers
in line with the South African National Frame-
work for Teacher Education and Training: neither
of them were trained in multi-grade teaching.

The research method followed in my research
was the case study: “a form of qualitative research
focused on providing a detailed account of one
or more cases” (Johnson and Christensen 2004).
Two schools were selected to participate in the
study. The selection of the school was purpose-
ful as only schools which practise multi-grade
were selected to participate in the study. The
five schools chosen were poorly resourced with
no sanitation facilities and electricity. Resourc-
es such as tables and chairs were also absent
from the classrooms. These schools were 80 to
100 kilometres from the nearest town and the
roads leading to the schools were in a dire con-
dition. Teachers at these schools travel to school
100 kilometres every day, using public transport
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that drops them off on the main road, following
which they have to walk more than 10 to 15 kilo-
metres to reach the school. In most cases they
arrive at school after 09:00 due to lack of trans-
port. Roads that lead to the school are not well
maintained, especially during the rainy season.
Most schools are situated in poverty-stricken
villages where there are no roads, sanitation and
resources such as clinics and churches. Many
learners come from poor families where the main
source of income is a government grant, (that is
child grant and/or old age grant). One school
has four classrooms and three teachers, with
Grade R to Grade 6 classes. The other school
has five classrooms with four teachers includ-
ing the principal, catering for Grade R to Grade 6.

Data Collection Techniques

Semi-structured interviews were used as the
primary data collection tool. This method is seen
by the researcher as the appropriate method for
data collection because it will give the partici-
pants an opportunity to respond to questions
and ask questions to obtain clarity if they do
not understand. Since questions are presented
in the same way to all the participants, this will
minimise the role and influence of the researcher
and enable a more objective comparison of the
results. To boost the credibility of the results
classroom observation and a researcher’s jour-
nal was used. The researcher’s journal was used
to record impressions during the interviews and
details of the interactions between the research-
er and the interviewees. Other documents such
as the teacher’s file and lesson plans were pe-
rused. Teachers were observed in their class-
room. Classroom observation focused mainly on
teaching methods and classroom management
strategies. This is referred to as data triangula-
tion, and it was done to validate the data from
the participants.

Data Analysis

The interviews were first transcribed in de-
tail and saved. In order to achieve a deep under-
standing of the lived experiences from the par-
ticipants’ viewpoint the data were systematical-
ly examined. Transcripts from the interviews,
observation sessions and the journal were anal-
ysed and the codes and the categories were

determined and then formulated into themes.
Data were categorised thematically.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues were considered during this
research. Participants signed a consent form to
participate in interviews and also to tape-record
interviews. Participation was voluntary, which
suggests that participants had a choice to with-
draw from the study for any reason and at any
time. Participants were assured that their re-
sponses would be treated with confidentiality.

FINDINGS

The data collected were consolidated and
categorised into themes. Five themes were iden-
tified: conceptualisation of multi-grade, rationale
for multi-grade, teaching strategies, lesson plan-
ning, and assessment

Conceptualisation of Multi-grade

The results of the study showed that a fun-
damental problem emanates from teachers’ un-
derstanding of multi-grade teaching and how
teaching should unfold in that context. They
regard multi-grade teaching as no more than
teaching two grades and did not take into ac-
count the different levels of learners in their
classrooms, their age and their different abili-
ties. The following quotes capture their views
around what multi-grade means to them:

To me multi-grade teaching means you are
teaching two grades in one class. I am not sure
about this because I was never taught about
this.

 I believe it is teaching two grades, I do not
know about this until I came to this school, so I
am not even sure of what I am doing. I am just
teaching, not knowing whether I am doing the
right things or not.

The study revealed that teachers hold dif-
ferent conceptions of multi-grade teaching. They
mentioned that they were never taught about
multi-grade teaching, even in their initial teacher
training programmes. Teachers did not know
what was expected of them and their beliefs
about teaching and learning were threatened as
they were not confident about what they were
doing. This could lower their morale and also
diminish their self-worth as they no longer feel



AGAINST ALL ODDS 157

that they are making a positive contribution to
the lives of their learners.

Rationale for Multi-grade

When asked what they thought the reasons
for multi-grade teaching were in their respective
schools, the following quotes illustrate their
answers:

I guess multi-grade is introduced because
of shortage of teachers and fewer numbers of
learners in a grade: I am not sure, just thinking.

I think we are in this situation because the
principal is not doing anything about it: he
must apply for a grant so that we get another
teacher. I have been talking to him about this
but it seems he is not interested because he is
not teaching these learners.

The above quotes show that teachers are
aware of the fact that multi-grade teaching is the
result of the shortage of teachers. However one
participant blames the principal for multi-grade,
indicating that the principal did not want to apply
for the grant. This shows that not all teachers are
conversant with the rationale for multi-grade.

Teaching Strategies

Participants were asked about the teaching
strategies that they employ in their teaching.
The following quotes capture their responses
to illustrate teaching strategies that they em-
ploy in their classrooms:

I divide each grade in a group, then I give
each group some work to do. I will first concen-
trate on one group, and then go to the next
group. The problem is that the other group will
be making a noise. It is difficult for me to cope.

I choose one theme. There are themes that
are similar and those that are different. I choose
the theme that is similar for both grades, but it
is not easy because most of the themes are dif-
ferent for different grades.

The results indicate participants believe that
a single particular teaching method is appropri-
ate for all the teaching contexts. The results
showed that teachers use a group method and
give learners different tasks in each group. How-
ever, they indicated that they cannot control the
noise made by other groups when they are at-
tending to one group. This shows that even
though teachers are using group work to teach

in multi-grade classes, they do not know how to
manage it. In addition, teachers indicated that it
is not easy to choose the same themes for differ-
ent grades. This could be because of the differ-
ent curriculum that is used in each grade.

Lesson Planning

The observation results showed that teach-
ers follow a mono-grade orientation in accor-
dance with departmental expectations. In addi-
tion, the results showed that teachers use one
lesson plan for different grades. Teachers indi-
cated that they are overwhelmed by the amount
of work that they have to do when teaching more
grades, so they do not have time to prepare sep-
arate lessons. Participants indicated that they
plan according to the guide provided by the
Department of Education. However, this plan-
ning is geared towards mono-grade classes, not
multi-grades. They were concerned that they
have a heavy workload to prepare lesson plans.

Assessment

Assessment is an essential feature of the
teaching and learning process and should be
integrated into it on a continuous basis. This
implies that assessment is an integral part of
learning and teaching. It is used to determine
whether the students’ level of knowledge and
performance accurately reflects the specific out-
comes that the learning programme expects of
them. When asked about how they conduct as-
sessment in their classes, this is what they had
to say:

When I assess, I look at the policy document
and the learner’s level and assess according to
that. Even though the policy does not refer to
multi-grade classes I adapt it to my situation. I
use the same books that have been provided by
the Department of Education, but it is difficult
as they do not cater for multi-grade.

I always compile two assessments for the
two grades that I am teaching. The assessment
will be based on their level. For example for
Grade R, I will assess them on “Myself” and for
Grade 1 the assessment will be on “my body”.

The above results showed that teachers are
able to find their way around using the little they
have to enable learning and teaching to take
place. Teachers assess their learners according
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to their grades. They indicated that they use the
policy document to determine the level at which
different learners should be assessed. They in-
dicated that when they plan for assessment they
develop their own assessment tools and instru-
ments since they do not have those resources.
It should be noted that in the mono-grade con-
text, teachers are given assessment instruments
and tools.

DISCUSSION

Multi-grade teaching has come as an attempt
by the government to bring schools nearer to
the communities so that all children can have
access to education. However the quality of
education these learners are receiving leaves
much to be desired. The results indicated that
teachers perceive multi-grade teaching different-
ly:  even the rationale for multi-grade teaching is
not clear to them. For multi-grade teachers to be
effective in their teaching tasks, they must be
better trained (Lingam 2007; Mason and Burns
1997b). Chandra (2004) emphasises the need for
ongoing professional development of teachers
to enable them to teach effectively in their multi-
grade contexts.

When planning a lesson, teachers are expect-
ed to consider appropriate methods that they
can use to deliver the subject matter. The results
indicate that teachers use a group method in
their classrooms. It should be pointed out that
different teaching methods need to be used to
make teaching and learning effective. Accord-
ing to Berry (2010) teachers need to be taught
how to plan across the objectives of grade lev-
els or how to adjust the curriculum to make it
suitable for their setting. Teachers do not use
different teaching methods in their classrooms.
Lingam (2007) finds that teaching in multi-grade
classes is difficult when the teacher is unable to
use methods appropriate for multi-grade teach-
ing. It should be noted that group work was not
used as a teaching strategy as learners were
grouped according to their grades and they were
not learning in groups. Studies on multi-grade
teaching, as evidenced in the sections above,
generally report the lack of preparedness of
teachers for multi-grade settings (Mulryan-Kyne
2005; Lingam  2007; Little 2005). Teachers do not
have the skills needed for multi-grade teaching.
Teacher education programmes cannot contin-
ue a dominant focus on mono-grade teaching

while multi-grade teaching is practised in schools
(Brown 2008: 49)

The primary purpose of assessment in the
classroom is to assist teachers and learners to
determine, monitor and improve performance.
Teachers need to develop appropriate assess-
ment tasks to determine learners’ knowledge and
understanding. The results showed that teach-
ers design their own assessment instruments
and tools since the textbooks they use are de-
signed for mono-grade. This they do despite a
lack of training on how to develop teaching ma-
terials for multi-grade classes.

 It is worth pointing out that teachers, de-
spite their circumstances, are doing something
positive to manage the difficult situation that
they find themselves in. Teachers indicated that
they teach using the same theme and then as-
sess learners differently according to their
grades. This is termed as a differentiated curric-
ulum. It allows learners to deal with general top-
ics or themes, but with different learning tasks
in terms of level of learner. Pridmore (2007) main-
tains that a differentiated curriculum means that
the same general topic or theme is covered by all
learners. Learners in each grade group engage
in a learning task appropriate to their level of
learning.

CONCLUSION

Multi-grade teaching is here to stay: there-
fore, the sooner the Department of Education
does something about the reality of multi-grade
teaching the better for all stakeholders who need
to pay attention to how we can improve the qual-
ity of teaching and learning in multi-grade envi-
ronments. Teachers in multi-grade schools need
to be versatile and try to make learning mean-
ingful and effective for their learners in their class-
rooms. This article described the lived experi-
ences of multi-grade teachers in rural schools
and how they survive in their different multi-
grade contexts. The results showed that teach-
ers have different perceptions of multi-grade
teaching; this is an indication that multi-grade
teaching is not understood by teachers.

RECCOMMENDATIONS

Emanating from the above discussion,the
Department of Education needs to empower
teachers by explaining the rationale for multi-
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grade teaching. If teachers understand the ra-
tionale for multi-grade teaching, they will not
view it as “alien” or as something imposed on
them, but as an alternative system for ensuring
that all learners receive quality education irre-
spective of their geographical context. In addi-
tion, teachers should be given sufficient sup-
port to enable them to carry out their duties ef-
fectively and adequately with regard to multi-
grade teaching. Opportunities need to be creat-
ed for teachers to feel more powerful and confi-
dent about their work in the face of the difficul-
ties that individual teachers and the school itself
always experience when there are changes in the
education system. The teacher training curricu-
lum needs to integrate multi-grade teaching strat-
egies as part of the initial teacher training.
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