
Multi-grade teaching 

The key to  successful mixed  ability  teaching  and  multi-grade  teaching  is 
to move responsibility  for learning  from the  teacher to the pupils. 

(C. Berry, 1995) 

In many of the small islands of the Caribbean and in remote areas in the larger 
countries, teacher s ar e require d t o teac h multi-grad e classes . These teacher s 
often d o not receive any special training and teacher educator s a t the seminar 
expressed th e nee d fo r th e inclusio n i n teache r educatio n programme s o f a 
component tha t wil l enabl e teacher s t o develop th e special skill s required fo r 
multi-grade teaching . 

What is multi-grade teaching? 
This refer s t o a  situatio n wher e on e teache r ha s tw o o r mor e yea r group s 
(grades) i n one class . I t i s described b y a  variety o f names , including : 

• multi-clas s teachin g 
• multi-leve l teachin g 
• composit e clas s teachin g 
• vertica l grou p teachin g 
• famil y clas s teachin g 
• unitar y schoolin g (wher e ther e i s a  one teache r school) . 

Multi-grade teaching should be distinguishe d fro m mono-grad e teaching (on e 
teacher - on e grade). However, i t is useful t o bear in mind that in most mono-
grade situations, classrooms contain students of a wide range of abilities. Also, 
where repetitio n i s common, mono-grad e classroom s ca n contai n student s o f 
a wid e ag e range . I t i s therefor e tru e t o sa y tha t goo d multi-grad e teachin g 
approaches ar e als o good classroo m practic e i n general . 

Consequently, man y o f th e comment s relatin g t o effectiv e classroo m prac -
tice which follo w ca n be applie d equall y wel l t o both multi-grad e and mixe d 
ability classrooms . The 199 3 Caricom Report , The  Future of  Education in  the 
Caribbean, recognise d a  fundamenta l weaknes s i n teachin g practic e when i t 
stated: 

The us e o f "chal k an d talk " i n teache r dominate d classrooms , a  situatio n 
which i s perpetuate d b y traditiona l approache s t o th e trainin g o f primar y 
school teachers , diminishes opportunitie s fo r pupil-initiated  question s and th e 
development o f thinking skills. ' (p . 10 ) 

The key to successful mixe d abilit y teaching an d multi-grad e teaching i s to 
move responsibilit y fo r learnin g fro m th e teache r t o th e pupils . Thi s i s 
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AND DEVELOPMENT S th e ways i n which practic e can be improve d wil l be explore d later . 

Attitudes towards  multi-grade  organisation 
Three basic positions ca n be identifie d toward s multi-grad e situations : 

1 Stron g positiv e -  Multi-grad e teachin g i s th e bes t approac h t o groupin g 
children fo r bot h pedagogica l an d socia l reasons . I t i s superior t o non-grad e 
grouping. This position i s taken b y the Escuel a Nuev a Projec t i n Colombia . 

2 Wea k positiv e -  Multi-grad e classe s ca n b e organise d s o a s t o achiev e 
results a t leas t comparabl e wit h mono-grad e classes , a t les s cos t an d wit h a n 
increase in student access . This characterises th e Zambian approac h to multi -
grade teaching . 

3 Negativ e -  multi-grad e classe s ar e a n unfortunat e demographi c necessit y 
which lowe r qualit y an d ar e difficul t t o teach . Thi s i s probabl y th e mos t 
common view , particularly i n developing countries . 

Although i t must be treate d with caution , researc h evidenc e doe s no t ten d t o 
show tha t multi-grad e organisatio n lower s quality . I n th e Turk s an d Caico s 
Islands, fo r example , a  199 4 review o f th e educatio n syste m conclude d tha t 
an analysis of data from th e Transfer Tes t did not 'suppor t the commonly hel d 
notion tha t multi-grad e school s offe r poore r qualit y educatio n compare d t o 
other types of school organisation ' (p.58) . In fact , some research indicate s that 
multi-grade organisation , whe n accompanie d b y effectiv e classroo m practice , 
can produce superio r result s t o mono-grade classrooms . 

However, th e negativ e perceptio n o f multi-grad e organisation , whic h i s 
often hel d b y educationa l administrators , teachers , an d th e publi c alike , i s 
both persisten t an d pernicious . I t need s t o b e seriousl y challenged , no t leas t 
because attentio n t o classroo m effectivenes s i n multi-grad e setting s ca n als o 
have a  positiv e spin-of f i n mono-grad e classrooms , fo r example , i n term s o f 
classroom organisatio n an d resourc e provision . 

The situation in  the  Turks  and Caicos  Islands 
It i s probabl y fai r t o sa y tha t multi-grad e organisatio n i s see n a s a  demo -
graphic necessit y i n th e Turks an d Caico s Islands . Som e multi-grad e school s 
historically hav e excellen t reputation s dependin g o n th e particula r teache r i n 
charge, bu t b y an d larg e th e prevailin g vie w i s tha t a  multi-grad e settin g i s 
inferior t o a  mono-grade one . 

There ar e multi-grad e schools o n tw o islands , both wit h declinin g popula -
tions, and i n one small community with a  relatively stable population accord -
ing t o th e 199 0 census . Th e population s o n th e tw o island s involve d hav e 
both show n a  steady decline since 1960. This can be seen i n Figure 12. 

At present , th e governmen t i s committe d t o retainin g primar y school s o n 
these islands , bu t i f population s continu e t o fall , thi s ma y no t b e feasible . 
Presently (1994) , Sal t Cay Primary Schoo l ha s 2 7 students i n Grade s 1- 6 wit h 
two teacher s an d Middl e Caico s ha s 3 0 with tw o teachers . The thir d schoo l 
involved currentl y ha s a n enrolmen t o f 5 9 pupil s wit h thre e teachers . Th e 
overall positio n a s regard s multi-grad e teachin g i n th e Turk s an d Caico s 
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Figure 12 Th e populatio n o f Sal t Cay and Middl e Caicos : 1960-1990 SELECTE D ISSUE S 
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Islands can be seen i n Figure 12 . Although the incidence of multi-grade teach-
ing is not high i n the Turks and Caicos Islands (as compared, fo r example , t o 
Kiribati i n th e Pacifi c wher e approximatel y 5 0 per cen t o f th e student popu -
lation i s in multi-grade classes), it still merits attention because the poor image 
of multi-grade schools makes i t difficult t o recruit teachers for them and thes e 
schools ar e likely to continue i n the foreseeable future . 

The problems and  advantages  of  multi-grade 
teaching 
In th e recen t surve y o f multi-grad e teacher s i n th e Turks an d Caico s Islands , 
several advantage s an d problem s wer e identified . Thes e ar e basicall y i n 
accord wit h th e problem s an d advantage s outline d b y Collingwoo d i n hi s 
1991 book Multiclass  Teaching  in  Primary  Schools.  As such, the y ar e proba -
bly common to all teachers in multi-grade settings. Many of the problems stem 
from th e commo n teache r perceptio n tha t multi-grad e classe s ar e bes t taugh t 
as two o r mor e separat e grad e levels . As will b e seen , thi s i s not necessaril y 
the case . 

The teacher 
The teache r ca n adop t a  numbe r o f technique s whic h wil l enhanc e his/he r 
performance a s a  multi-grade teacher . Som e o f these ar e as follows : 

1 Careful  lesson  planning: 

Many teachers complain tha t they have problems with classroom organisatio n 
and discipline . Often, thes e problems aris e from 'dea d time ' in the classroo m 
when student s ar e no t engage d o n a  task . Dea d tim e ca n b e minimise d i f 
teachers pla n rigorously.  Teachers need t o be attentiv e to allocating sufficien t 
time t o th e achievemen t o f objectives , maximisin g studen t tim e o n task , an d 
dividing thei r time equitably amon g studen t groups . 

2 Timetabling 

Different timetabling  option s nee d t o b e explore d fo r multi-grad e teaching . 
Some of the options include : subject staggerin g (subject s which requir e mor e 
teacher-pupil interactio n ar e grouped wit h thos e whic h requir e less) ; subjec t 
grouping (subject s whic h len d themselve s t o vertica l groupin g ar e presente d 
to al l grades a t sam e time) ; common timetabl e (sam e subjec t i s presented a t 
same time , bu t a t differen t grad e levels) ; integrate d da y (pupil s wor k inde -
pendently o n wha t interest s them) . 
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3 Typ e of  task 

Some activities lend themselve s bette r to pupils with a  wide rang e of abilities 
than others . Such activitie s tend t o be open-ended an d can be tackled a t dif-
ferent level s o f sophistication. Also , multi-grad e teacher s shoul d b e aware of 
the value of graded exercise s whic h becom e progressivel y mor e difficult . 

4 Self-directed  learning 

In a  multi-grade class , i t is essential tha t student s wor k independentl y som e 
of the time to allow th e teacher tim e wit h individual s o r another sub-group . 
In orde r t o do this, student s nee d acces s t o self-instructional materials , exer -
cises prepared by the teacher, an d an adequate classroo m library . 

5 Peer  tutoring 

Students can act as teacher both within and across grade levels . Such tutoring 
can either be structured or incidental. One example of peer tutoring is paired 
reading. Pee r tutorin g give s the teacher a n opportunity t o give attention t o a 
sub-group o r to monitor progres s o f individual students . 

6 Assessment  and  feedback 

It i s important fo r the teacher t o monitor closel y individua l studen t progres s 
in key subjects. Otherwise , it will be difficult t o set self-directed learnin g tasks 
at an appropriate level . Monitoring coul d tak e th e form o f pupil profilin g or 
pupil self-assessment . However , clos e monitorin g ma y not be easy t o imple-
ment i n some systems . I n the survey o f primar y teacher s i n the Turks and 
Caicos Islands , for example, les s than hal f o f those questione d sai d tha t the y 
regularly kep t a  record o f individual pupi l progres s i n Mathematics. 

7 Learning  environment 

Teachers o f multi-grade classe s ofte n complai n tha t i t i s difficul t t o procee d 
because o f distractions and interruptions. Multi-grad e teacher s nee d t o create 
an environment in which pupils know exactly what is expected of them at dif-
ferent stage s in a lesson. Establishing set routines is very helpful i n this regard. 

The classroom 
1 Space 

Because goo d multi-grad e teachin g i s characterised b y a variety o f grouping 
techniques, i t is important tha t the classroom environmen t allow s the teacher 
sufficient spac e t o move pupil s an d furniture an d to monito r grou p activity . 
Space allocatio n o f 1. 5 squar e metre s pe r studen t ha s bee n suggeste d (a s 
reported i n Thomas and Shaw). 

2 Classroom  library 

In a  successful multi-grad e classroom , som e student s nee d t o work indepen -
dently whil e th e classroom teache r work s wit h anothe r group . A  classroom 
library i s a  vita l too l t o promot e independen t learning . Librarie s shoul d 
contain both fiction and non-fiction. In order to minimise the workload for the 
teacher, classroo m librarie s can be organised by the pupils themselves . 
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3 Self  instructional materials SELECTED ISSUE S 

These ca n be a n appropriat e textbook , material s produce d b y th e individua l 
teacher, o r material s produce d a t in-servic e workshops . Worksheet s ca n b e 
laminated t o mak e them durable . 

4 Groupings 

Different pupi l arrangement s ar e essentia l i f a multi-grade classroo m i s to b e 
successful. Som e possibilitie s are : same ability ; mixe d ability ; sam e age/yea r 
group o r socia l groups . A  variety o f grouping s ma y b e require d withi n on e 
lesson fo r example , whole clas s presentation, followe d b y smal l group activ -
ity, followed b y whole clas s discussion . 

Regional initiatives 
Depending on the country concerned , regiona l and national initiative s may be 
conflated. I n the Turks an d Caico s Islands , fo r example , scal e an d centralisa -
tion hav e mean t tha t ther e ar e very few regiona l initiatives . Also some o f th e 
national initiative s may be mor e appropriat e t o Caribbean regiona l action . 

1 Resource  centres 

These can be a  useful suppor t fo r multi-grade teachers who will need to meet 
frequently t o share ideas. Resource centres can also provide the base for mate-
rials productio n an d in-servic e training . Resourc e centre s shoul d contai n 
teacher reference book s a s well a s facilities fo r material s production . I f possi-
ble, a  resource centre should b e manage d b y someone who ca n give instruc-
tional leadership . 

2 Pedagogical  advice 

A system should b e i n place whereby advisor s visi t schools o n a  regular basi s 
to offer methodologica l an d pedagogica l suppor t t o teachers. This should no t 
be confuse d wit h inspectio n visits , which , whil e important , shoul d b e kep t 
separate wher e possibl e fro m advisor y support . 

3 Administrative  support 

Ensure tha t remot e multi-grad e school s hav e prope r administrativ e support , 
for example , maintenanc e for/an d deliver y o f textbooks . 

4 Community/school  ties 

Encourage school s t o develo p effectiv e Paren t Teache r Association s (PTAs) . 
Because multi-grad e school s ar e usuall y i n th e smalles t communities , a  suc -
cessful schoo l i s one which involve s th e public . 

National initiatives 
1 Teacher  training 

Where necessary , teacher s should be prepare d fo r th e realities o f multi-grad e 
and mixe d abilit y teachin g throug h course s i n multi-grad e teachin g o n pre -
service teacher trainin g courses . 
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CARIBBEAN ISSUE S Fe w trainin g programme s prepar e teacher s fo r workin g i n a  multi-grad e 
AND DEVELOPMENT S environment . The result i s too often tha t when face d wit h a  multi-grade class, 

teachers perform a s though the y were teaching several independen t classe s -
lecturing to one grade while the other s remai n idle . Time on tas k i s reduced , 
achievements fall , disciplin e degenerates , th e teache r becomes frustrate d an d 
feels overworked . Inclusio n o f multi-grad e teachin g technique s i n trainin g 
programmes ca n giv e the teacher s th e skill s the y nee d t o effectivel y manag e 
a comple x classroo m environment . Thes e skill s ca n b e usefu l fo r th e larg e 
numbers o f teacher s wh o wil l find  themselve s i n multi-grad e classrooms , a s 
well a s fo r singl e grad e teachers , wh o wil l find  tha t man y multi-grad e tech -
niques wil l improv e thei r ow n teaching . (Thoma s an d Shaw , p.27) . 

In addition , becaus e multi-grad e teachin g i s particularly  challenging , i t i s 
important to ensure that all teachers in multi-grade schools are trained teachers . 

2 Curriculum  development 

Curricula are also required to enable multi-grade teachers to adopt more inno-
vative teaching techniques. Such curricula should be flexible  enough t o allow 
pupils t o wor k a t differen t level s i n th e sam e class . On e possibilit y i s a 
modular curriculum , i n whic h on e modul e i s complete d a t th e pupil' s ow n 
pace before moving on to the next one . These curriculum developmen t activ -
ities can als o be o f benefi t t o mixed abilit y classes i n mono-grade schools . 

3 Self-instructional  materials 

Publishers shoul d als o b e encourage d t o produc e textbook s whic h ca n b e 
accessed easily . In addition , th e production o f teacher-made material s shoul d 
be promoted . 

4 In-service  support 

A national programm e o f in-servic e support fo r al l teachers , ensurin g tha t the 
needs o f multi-grade teacher s ar e no t overlooked , i s also desirable . 

Conclusion 
Knowledge o f th e incidenc e o f multi-grad e teachin g i n th e Caribbea n a s a 
whole, an d th e measure s tha t ar e currentl y i n plac e t o suppor t teacher s i n 
multi-grade settings would b e usefu l i n informing furthe r wor k i n this area . If 
implemented fully , measure s t o improv e multi-grad e teachin g ca n resul t i n 
significant improvement s i n student achievement . However , a  successful pro -
gramme of multi-grade developmen t need s suppor t a t all levels of the educa -
tional syste m an d need s t o b e consistentl y applied . I n addition , a  concerte d 
effort i s require d t o convinc e som e administrator s an d teachers , an d th e 
public tha t multi-grade teachin g i s not a  second clas s option. This is critical if 
effective administrativ e an d classroo m approache s ar e t o b e adopte d an d 
implemented i n multi-grade classrooms . 
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