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Abstract 
This paper attempts to justify the need to establish multi-grade 
classrooms in small rural schools. Multi-grade approach, though very 
desirable, is hardly used and encouraged in our schools. While some 
children progress at a predictable rate, others may excel in one area 
while functioning at a much lower level in another. The multi-grade 
classroom offers an ideal setting to allow children to learn and develop 
at their optimal pace. Schools in rural areas are bedeviled with a lot of 
problems. Multi-grade approach would be found handy in such schools 
if all that is required is put in place. The paper highlights the challenges 
of using multi-grade approach and what should be put in place to make 
for a successful take-off. 

Introduction 
Multi-grade system is a method of learning in which groups of pupils of different grades and ages 

are taught in a single classroom. In most cases, in a multi-grade school classroom, pupils of two or more 

grades are taught by one teacher at the same time. Multi-grade schools are very common in isolated, rural 

areas throughout the developing countries. However, national curriculum contents, teaching and learning 

materials and teacher training are for most part, geared towards the functioning of a conventional mono-

grade schools without very special attention to multi-grade system and multigrade schools. Thus, children 

attending multi-grade schools often spend most of their time either relearning materials or sitting idle in 

classrooms (Colclough, 1993). 

Multi-grade schools are considered to play an important role in providing access to education for 

all in remote, isolated and under - developed rural areas. In such areas, multi-grade schools not only aim to 

give enrolment and continuous attendance in school environments, but also provide knowledge and 

pedagogy of good standards. Furthermore, rural schools are considered to play an important role in social 

development. The small rural schools will do better if multi-grade system is used and multi-grade schools 

established, backed up with trained teachers in multi-grade system. Several developing countries of the 

world have experimented and established multi-grade schools for the purpose of universal basic education. 

Most of these countries have also found multi-grade system very helpful and workable, assisting in 

eradicating ignorance and enhancing literacy. Such countries include Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Zambia, 

Colombia, Malaysia, Liberia, etc. (Thomas and Shaw, 1992). 

Issues and Challenges of Multi-grade Approach 

There is a great gap between multi-grade realities of teacher education and curriculum 

assumptions. Ministries of education, curriculum development agencies and teacher education institutions 

recognize the reality of using the multi-grade system. However, as Thomas and Shaw (1992) rightly 

observed, the knowledge required to work effectively with it appears not to be transmitted through text 

books or curriculum and teaching methods, through syllabi, through teachers’ guides nor through the 

content and pedagogy of teacher training colleges or universities. The knowledge required for effective 

multi-grade teaching is rendered illegitimately by those entrusted with the responsibility for training and 

supporting teachers in their work. Primary curriculum documents and their associated lists of ‘minimum 

learning competencies’, Thomas and Shaw (1992) further asserted, have not been especially designed for 

use by teachers in multi-grade schools. 

Furthermore, schools plans, instructional materials and methodological guidelines are often 

difficult to apply to multi-grade teaching situations. There is shortage of support materials for teachers and 

individualized instructional materials for learners. Also, there is need for more work on the kinds of 

continuous evaluation, diagnostic testing, remediation and feed back which will best assist multigrade 

teaching.  

A lot of challenges face the possibility of using multi-grade system, or establishing multigrade 

schools in small rural schools. Among these challenges are: 

• Inadequate trained teachers. 



• Scarcity of varied levels and types of materials. 

• Lack of flexible and special types of curriculum organization for multi-grade classes. 

• Inadequate school facilities. 

• Lack of incentives for teaching of multiple classes. 

Peculiar Characteristics Affecting Education in Small Rural Schools 
There are peculiar characteristic features affecting education in small rural primary schools in 

developing countries in general. Consequently, it becomes imperative to employ the multi-grade system in 
those places. For the system to become successfully operational, the following challenges of small rural 
primary schools should be noted and overcome: 
1. Dispersion and isolation of the rural schools. 
2. Poverty of the villages (greaterpercentage of the population in the rural areas are poor, a 

reasonable percentage living in abject poverty). 
3. Linguistic and cultural diversity (Adamawa State is particularly known of its diversity in culture, 

with about 150 ethnic groups). 
4. Classes sometimes are virtually empty as rains, rivers, streams, economic demand of the family on 

the pupils, market days, etc. all have their tolls on pupils’ attendance at school. 
5. In the rural areas, children begin school late, have a high rate of repetition, and have periodic 

interruptions in their studies all of which increase the heterogeneity of any multi-grade class. 
6. The schools have severe deficiencies in infrastructure, access to services, availability of classroom 

furniture, equipment, materials for teaching and educational support. 
7. In these small rural schools, teachers live in precarious conditions (no electivity, pure portable 

water, furniture, infrastructural materials, reference materials for both pupils and teachers, 
textbooks, libraries, stores, office accommodation or adequate1 space in which to prepare their 
lessons). 

8. Teachers have no bonuses or incentives for teaching in small rural schools and they are hardly 
remembered by those in the Ministry of Education. 

9. Teachers get their salaries very late and their entitlements such as leave grants are hardly paid. 

10. Formal teacher training does not instruct teachers to multi-grade methodology, and sometimes, 

teachers do not speak the pupil’s language. 

11. Shortage of teachers and incessant teachers’ strike interrupt leaning. 

Specialties of Multi-grade Schools 

The multi-grade classroom can be more challenging than the single-grade classroom. Skills and 

behaviour required of the teachers may be difficult, and coordinating activities can be more difficult. 

Colbert, Chiappe and Arboleda (1993) rightly observed that the difference between the two sorts of 

classrooms (multi-grade and single-grade) may be more of a product of socialization and expectation than 

of fact. Clearly, if a teacher in either type of classroom fails to address differences among pupils, the 

effectiveness of instruction suffers. Likewise, teachers are at disadvantage when they have not been 

adequately prepared to teach pupils with varying ages and abilities - no matter what sort of classroom they 

work in. When pupil diversity increases, whether it be in a multi-grade or single-grade classroom, greater 

demand is placed on teacher resources, both cognitive and emotional. Studies (UNISCO, 1989) showed 

that adequately meeting the needs of children in multi-grade classrooms will be essential for the 

achievement of quality education for all. It is desirable that the multi-grade teacher becomes an expert in 

all methods of teaching and should be able to formulate appropriate questions in the classroom setting, seek 

and obtain the information necessary to answer those questions and be able to put into action those changes 

which are necessary. The multi-grade teacher must always have an enquiring and evaluating mind. 

Multi-grade Approach and the Multi-grade Teacher 

For the multi-grade system to succeed, Abliayadeva (1989), proposed that the teacher should be 

able to do the following: 

1. Teachers should be committed to pupils and their learning. They should be dedicated to making 

knowledge accessible to ail pupils. They act on the belief that all pupils can learn. They should 

treat pupils equally, recognizing the individual differences that distinguish one pupil from another 

and taking account of these differences in their learning experiences. 

2. Teachers should know the subjects they teach and how to teach them to pupils. In the process of 



teaching the pupils, the teacher develops the critical and analytical capabilities of the children. The 

methods of instruction of these teachers should allow them to create multiple paths to the subjects 

they teach. 

3. Teachers must understand how pupils develop and learn. They must be aware of the influence of 

context and culture on behavior. 

4. Teachers should be responsible for managing and monitoring pupils’ learning. They should create, 

enrich, maintain and alter individual settings to capture and sustain the interest of their pupils and 

to make the most effective use of time. 

5. Teachers must be in command of a range of generic instructional techniques, know when each is 

appropriate and apply them as needed. They should be as aware of ineffective or damaging 

practices as they are devoted to elegant practices. 

6. Teachers should assess the progress of individual pupils as well as that of the class as a whole. 

They should employ multiple methods for measuring pupils’ growth and understanding and 

should clearly explain pupil’s performance to parents. 

7. Teachers should find ways of working collaboratively and creatively with parents, engaging the 

parents productively in the work of the school. 

To meet the varied needs of multi-grade system, UNESCO (1989) further outlined what the multi-

grade teacher needs to know in terms of teaching and learning. These are: 

• Teachers in multi-grade schools need in-depth knowledge of child development and learning and a 

larger repertoire of instructional strategies than most mono-grade teachers possess. 

• They must be able to design open-ended divergent learning experiences accessible to pupils 

functioning at different levels. 

• They must be proficient in assessing, evaluating and recording pupils’ progress using qualitative 

methods. 

• Multi-grade teachers must be able to facilitate positive group interaction and teach social skills and 

independent learning skills to individual students. 

• They must know how to plan and work cooperatively with colleagues as team teaching is 

commonly combined with multi-grade organization. 

• They must be able to explain multi-grade practices to parents and other community members, 

building understanding and support for their use. 

The multi-grade teachers, who are the center point of successful mounting of the multi-grade 

system in small rural schools, need to be managed properly if the system is to succeed. The following, as 

proposed by Collingwood (1991), is therefore, very important: 

1. Remuneration of teachers to be given and salaries paid promptly. 

2. Teachers’ condition of service to be appropriate to teaching profession. 

3. Teachers to have access to continuing professional development. 

4. Teachers to be able to progress along a clear, objective career path. 

5. Adequate provision should be made for training and re-training and preparing teachers for the 

Classroom. 

6. Government should take into account teachers’ rights to contribute to and influence the decisions 

that affect them. 

7. There should be the promotion of good relation and communication between teachers and parents 

and education management. 
Options in Multi-grade Schools 

Lungwangwa (1989) suggested three options for multi-grade schools in Africa to follow. These 
options are: 
• The Time-table Option: where all children learn same or different subjects in a given timetable 

period, but each group follows its own work according to its own work programme and grade 
level. 

• The Subject Grouping Option: here same or different subjects are presented to all grade groups 
together at the same time. Some subjects such as music, art, religious knowledge and social 
studies lend themselves very well to this option. 

• The Subject Stagger Option: here subjects are staggered on the time-table so that grade groups 
learn different subjects in the same period. Subjects which require high teacher-pupil contact are 
matched with those requiring little. 



Conclusion 
This paper attempted to demonstrate that teaching in multi-grade classrooms can be rewarding 

but it is a herculean task as it has a lot of challenges. Instruction, classroom organization, and classroom 
management in those schools are very complex and very demanding. The multi-grade classroom is not for 
the timid, inexperienced, untrained teacher. Clearly, the implications for teacher educators, rural school 
board members, administrators, and parents are far-reaching. Issues and challenges affecting the multi-
approach have been specified and suggestions as to how to overcome the problems of the approach have 
also been stated. 
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