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	 Preface

Ensuring the right to education is at the very heart of UNESCO’s mission, 
a right also affirmed and recognised by its Member States. Such education 
must also be a quality education. Thus, UNESCO emphasises not merely the 
right to education but also, in particular, the right to quality education for 
all. 

UNESCO has a special mandate to assist countries and guide them towards 
achieving education for all. The backlog in meeting the target of basic 
education for all, coupled with new demands for the expansion of other 
levels of education, places a formidable burden on countries. In addition, 
many countries face severe budget constraints and have little or no room 
for maneuvering. This is compounded by a lack of qualified, skilled teachers. 
For small communities, often located in remote, isolated, and poor regions 
of a country, schools with multigrade classes become a viable alternative. 

However, while multigrade classrooms address the right to education by 
providing more students with an education, quality becomes harder for 
teachers to ensure when they need to work with more than one grade at the 
same time. Multigrade teachers may find their work particularly challenging 
when teaching a curriculum designed for monograde classes and when 
needing to react to the varied students’ interests and abilities within their 
classrooms. 

This specialized booklet is truly a cooperative product. It was first drafted 
by two education specialists in Asia, Associate Professor Rashmi Diwan, the 
National University of Educational Planning and Administration in New Delhi, 
and Assistant Professor Mona Sedwal, Department of Training and Capacity 
Building in Education of the same university. The draft was subsequently 
enriched and edited by Sheldon Shaeffer. It also benefitted from the 
comments and suggestions of educators around the world. UNESCO Bangkok 
would like to thank all of them for their contributions including Room to 
Read, Mary Sylvette T. Gunigundo (SEAMEO INNOTECH), and Catherine 
Young (LEAD Asia).

It is my hope that this publication will become a very practical tool for use 
in multigrade classrooms and training programmes in Asia and the Pacific 
and around the world.

Gwang-Jo Kim  
Director 

UNESCO Bangkok
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Introduction 

Understanding Multigrade Teaching: What Is It 
and Why Do It?
At one level, multigrade teaching is an important and appropriate way 
to help nations reach their internationally-mandated Education for All 
targets and national Millennium Development Goals by providing good 
quality education to children who are often neglected by their education 
system because they live in small, poor, and remote communities. More 
importantly, it is an approach that can help schools in these communities 
and teachers in these schools serve their students better by providing 
them an education that is both good quality and relevant to the 
community in which they live.

Many teachers in Asia and the Pacific – teachers such as you – need 
to teach students from more than one grade in one classroom. And 
many – in Cambodia, China, India, Indonesia, the Philippines, Viet Nam 
and elsewhere – are already doing so. The approach being used is known 
as multigrade teaching – teaching classes of students not only of 
different ages and abilities but also at different grade levels. 
Multigrade teaching is not always easy, but doing it well means that you 
are educating children who otherwise would not be able to go to school 
and therefore helping them gain the knowledge and skills they need for a 
more promising future.

But many education systems, teachers, and even parents, think 
multigrade teaching is somehow “second class” – the last choice of 
poor systems and something to move away from as quickly as possible 
by building more classrooms and hiring more teachers, or closing small 
schools and forcing children to go long distances to larger ones. In many 
countries, however, not only in Southeast Asia but in many parts of 
Europe, North America, and Australia, multigrade teaching is the first 
choice for managing a classroom. This is true for several reasons:

�� It helps children, especially those in remote and isolated areas, 
realise their right to education and therefore learn what they 
need – and want – to learn
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�� It is a cost-effective approach to providing schooling to children 
often excluded from your education system

�� It encourages children from different backgrounds to learn with 
the help of their peers and therefore promotes cohesiveness, 
cooperation, and healthy competition among students, 
strengthens interpersonal and leadership skills and develops a 
positive attitude towards sharing

�� It benefits you as a multigrade teacher by helping you to plan 
your work better and be more efficient in your use of time

�� Through the variety of teaching practices used in multigrade 
classrooms, it contributes to your students’ cognitive 
development

Seeing Challenges as Opportunities 
All teaching offers challenges, and as a multigrade teacher you have 
specific things to think about to ensure you get the best out of the 
students in your class. These challenges and the opportunities they 
present include:

Taking advantage of diversity within and between groups 

Handling one grade with students from diverse family backgrounds, 
ethnic/linguistic traditions, and socio-economic circumstances and 
with different ability levels (and some with experience in pre-school 
programmes and some without) is difficult enough. Combining more than 
one grade in a multigrade context is even more of a challenge. This 
requires not only specialized content knowledge and teaching-learning 
methods but also personal values which respect and welcome diversity in 
the classroom. What is important to understand, however, is that such 
diversity should be seen not only as a challenge but also as an opportunity 
for providing better quality education for all your students. 
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Balancing time and multi-tasking

The secret to being a successful multigrade teacher is to balance your 
time effectively. This is a challenge when addressing the different 
learning needs of groups of and individual students, but preparing a 
variety of activities that keep all groups of students engaged in the 
multigrade environment is an opportunity to develop new and more 
effective teaching practices. 

Engaging your students and keeping them focused on 
learning 

Your responsibilities as a multigrade teacher multiply as you create a 
space for each group to keep your students engaged in one or another 
activity. Such activities should be both meaningful and intense enough 
that nothing distracts your students from their work when different 
grades are sitting in the same room and carrying out other activities at 
the same time. You also need to develop activities on which all students 
can work – and help each other with. It is here that your ability to keep 
students focused on the activity they are involved in is important. 

Breaking your isolation as a multigrade teacher 

As many multigrade schools are in geographically remote locations, you 
might feel isolated as a multigrade teacher. This makes it difficult to 
keep aware of the best practices and developments in other schools like 
your own – and more broadly elsewhere in your education system. But 
such a context makes it important to find innovative ways to break this 
isolation. Groups of similar schools in a geographic area can create a 
cluster to organize regular and frequent meetings. The local community 
can be involved in generating and sharing resources and support for your 
school. And networks and partnerships with groups such as community-
based organizations can also offer suggestions for improving teaching in 
your school. 

The sections below will explore further the various challenges and 
opportunities presented by multigrade teaching with a focus on managing 
and teaching effectively in a multigrade classroom and comprehensively 
assessing your students’ personal development and achievements.
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Managing a Multigrade Classroom

Multigrade teaching is all about classroom organization, student 
management, and, ultimately, the successful transmission of grade-
specific curricula. It is your responsibility as a multigrade teacher to 
plan and organize your classroom to get the best results from the space 
and resources available to you. Management of a multigrade classroom 
revolves around three dimensions as depicted in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Three Dimensions of Classroom Management

Teacher 

• Planning 

• Classroom 
control 

• Use of time 

• Delegation of 
responsibility 

Classroom 

• Physical   
conditions 

• Materials 

• Activities 

• Routines 

Students  

•  Time on task 

•  Behaviour  

•  Relationships 

• Responsibilities 

Three Dimensions of 
Classroom Management

Source: Adapted from a figure published by the Ministry of Basic Education 
and Culture (1996), Teacher Basic Competencies Manual. Windhoek, Republic of 
Namibia.

As a multigrade teacher, you are the key to planning, designing, and 
managing a range of both grade-appropriate and mixed-grade activities 
for children to keep them engaged in learning. Your efficiency and 
effectiveness rest on creating a classroom conducive to learning by 
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developing exciting and stimulating activities ranging from group work to 
independent study. You play a central role in managing the classroom in 
the following ways: 

�� planning the use of the classroom “space”, especially flexible 
seating arrangements for both you and your students

�� planning and carrying out multiple lessons at the same time

�� designing activities for students to keep them involved

�� creating, arranging, and using teaching and learning materials

�� establishing norms of behaviour expected of students to keep 
them learning

Understanding the Current Context and Creating 
a Future Vision
In order to realise these functions effectively, you need to focus on 
many levels of classroom management. This starts with an assessment of 
what your classroom looks like now and your vision of how you want it to 
look in the future. 

When you first get assigned to a school which has – or should have 
– multigrade teaching, it is essential to take time to gain a clear 
understanding of the context of your multigrade classroom. You can 
start by asking yourself the following questions: 

�� Where is your school located? How far do your students travel to 
get to school?

�� What grades are you teaching? What age and ability range 
is in your classroom? How might you best work with and take 
advantage of a wide range of ages and abilities?

�� What kinds of family background do your students come from? 
What is their economic status? 

�� What language do your students speak at home? How well do they 
understand and speak the national language? What might you do 
to ensure they learn what they need to learn in the language you 
use in the classroom?
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�� How many have had some kind of pre-school experience? What 
can you do to help those who have not had this experience?

�� Do any of your students have special education needs in regard to 
physical or cognitive disabilities? What can you do to respond to 
these needs?

�� What resources do you have to make the classroom and school 
work better?

�� According to the national (and perhaps local) curriculum, what 
should be taught to each grade and how well have your students 
learned the curriculum so far?

�� To what extent do your head teacher/principal and the other 
teachers in your school understand and practice multigrade 
teaching? If their understanding is limited, what can you do to 
increase support for your work?

�� Do the parents of your children understand and support 
multigrade teaching? Again, if not, what can you do to help them 
understand the need for such teaching?

Once you have a good understanding of the students in your class, 
take time to create a vision in your mind about what you want your 
multigrade classroom to look like. 

�� A welcoming, inclusive, healthy, protective, and child-friendly 
environment which helps your students – most of whom have 
probably not had any pre-school experience – feel comfortable 
in the school and ensures that they do not drop out before 
completion of the primary school cycle

�� A rich mixture of grade-appropriate and mixed-grade teaching, 
peer learning through group work and pair work, personalised 
teaching, independent learning through tutoring, and teacher and 
student interactions to make sure that all children learn and that 
no child is excluded from learning because of gender, language, 
poverty, disability, or any other reason
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�� A disciplined classroom with a harmonious learning environment 
which mixes structured learning (e.g. for teaching science, 
arithmetic, reading, writing) and unstructured learning 
(storytelling, singing, plays, games, etc.)

A child-friendly 
environment

A mix of different 
teaching methods

Structured and 
unstructured learning 

Preparing the Classroom
Once you have created your vision, you can start translating it into 
practice by planning what you want to do in clear and simple terms. A 
crucial part of planning an effective multigrade classroom is organizing 
its space so that it allows free movement and can be used for different 
activities by individual students, individual grades, small groups, and the 
whole group. The traditional seating arrangement with a teacher facing 
all students in rows with a chalkboard on the wall does not work in a 
multigrade classroom where several activities are happening at the same 
time. Therefore, you will need to think about how your classroom can be 
divided into different areas. The key word in this process is “flexibility” 
– the ability to move students and desks around inside the classroom to 
create the kind of learning spaces you desire.

This requires some preparation before you start teaching, such as: 

�� Understanding the space in the classroom and the resources 
available for conducting classes
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�� Deciding on the types of teaching methods and student activities 
possible in the space available given the number of students and 
grades in your classroom; e.g. if a lot of group work is planned, 
you may want to create several areas for group discussion/
activity and leave less space for one-on-one teaching and 
independent learning

�� Drawing a floor plan of the classroom with a seating plan 
that promotes your desired learning activities and shows the 
placement of furniture, books, materials, etc. (see Figure 2); 
think about how you can create spaces for individual and group 
learning in such a way that students experience barrier-free 
access to the most used areas within the classroom as well as to 
classroom resources and materials 

Figure 2: Example Floor Plan for a Multigrade Classroom
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Figure 2 shows one way you could arrange your classroom for effective 
multigrade teaching. You can adapt this floor plan to suit your classroom 
set-up and resources.

Organizing Groups and Activities
In the multigrade classroom, several simultaneous activities go on at the 
same time. You therefore need to arrange the classroom for activities 
that engage students with minimum disturbance and with adequate 
direction and supervision. Your task becomes especially crucial in forming 
various kinds of groups; this largely depends on the nature and purpose 
of the subject taken up for study at a particular time. Some subjects 
may require mixed-ability groups while others benefit from whole-class 
groups; some may require peer tutoring while others require independent 
assignments and self-directed learning with systematic support from you 
and peer tutors. 

The process of forming groups mainly follows two approaches: grouping 
students purposively by age, grade, or ability and grouping students 
of different backgrounds. The first groups are often formed on a semi-
permanent basis over weeks of instruction and are usually designed to 
cover a specific part of the curriculum in depth and across grade levels 
(e.g. the detailed study of local farming techniques and products). The 
second groups are more spontaneous and usually created for specific 
tasks over a shorter time period (e.g. writing a short story on something 
that happened in the local village). The box below describes one way 
flexible grouping can be achieved.

Other methods of organizing groups can be explored and adapted to fit 
your students’ age and maturity levels. To make this more feasible, you 
can create activities which do not require your direct supervision but 
rather are based on mixed-ability and same-ability groups, peer tutoring, 
and a wide variety and range of individual work assignments such as 
solving arithmetic sums or practicing hand writing.
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Forming Mixed-Grade Groups 

Ibu Hasnah is a teacher in Indonesia assigned to a class with students from 
both Grade 3 and Grade 4. After observing her class, she noticed there 
were students of many different abilities in each grade group. While wanting 
to make sure all her students learned what they needed to learn in their 
grade, she also wanted to give the more able children in her class a chance 
to contribute and create a feeling of unity among all the children. When she 
was first planning for her new multigrade class, therefore, she decided not 
to make a seating chart according to grades but to mix grades together 
and form ability groups. This gave the more able children a chance to share 
their skills regardless of grade level and also helped to develop class spirit 
and solidarity. She therefore grouped students by ability for reading and 
arithmetic instruction, continued with these groups, and steadily expanded 
them across grade levels.

In all other subject areas, she chose common areas within each subject as 
a starting point for instruction. For example, all students had instruction 
units on food in their textbooks so Ibu Hasnah asked her students to chart 
the food they ate and then held class discussions regarding their findings on 
nutritional value, calories, a balanced diet, etc. Grade-level books were used 
for additional study. A similar strategy was employed for poetry. Students 
shared poems from their grade-level language books as a total class. Ibu 
Hasnah then assigned independent study to one ability group level while a 
group poem was completed in the other levels. The first strategy, therefore, 
was an open-ended task involving all students (i.e. collecting nutritional 
information or reading poems orally), and the second moved towards closed-
task activities individualized to student ability levels.

Reading presented special problems because the range of skills among levels 
spanned five grades. Ibu Hasnah therefore developed a rotating schedule 
that allowed her to work with three groups each day and with all the students 
every two days; while she worked with one reading group, the other students 
worked independently. To prevent interruptions during group instruction, she 
designated three students as “pupil teachers”. They served as tutors for 
students needing help. Students were also encouraged to help each other 
and to develop friendship across grades. They learned to cooperate and work 
together because it was modelled and encouraged by Ibu Hasnah. This turned 
out to be a very positive and rewarding experience.

(Adapted from Pratt and Treacy, 1986)
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Being Efficient and Flexible in the Use of Time
It is important to make the best use of time available when involving 
students in different activities. The choice and organization of activities 
are essential conditions for good multigrade classroom management. You 
should also have a clear idea about how to divide your students by both 
grade and age levels, and what types of activities are best for different 
groups. This will help you plan activities which suit multigrade situations. 
For example: 

�� Grades 1 and 2 may need more teacher support in addition to aids 
such as posters, charts and art work appropriate to their age; 
this is especially true for children who have not had any pre-
school experience. They also need to gain a firm foundation in 
early literacy and numeracy, and students who have difficulty in 
these skills need extra help.

�� Grades 3 and 4 may need more peer tutoring along with 
instructional guides and dictionaries to help them through their 
more complicated curriculum and ensure they continue their 
mastery of basic skills.

�� Grade 5 and 6 require considerable teacher support and 
monitored independent study in addition to problem-solving 
exercises. This is especially true if there is an examination at the 
end of primary school that determines whether they successfully 
complete that level and/or can enter secondary school.

To assist you in your teaching, it is often useful to delegate some 
classroom responsibilities to students as class leaders, peer tutors, and 
helpers for your activities. These assignments can be changed regularly 
so that all students have some role to play depending on their particular 
abilities and skills. A job chart listing assignments with the name of 
the responsible student can be useful in this process. The selected 
students need to be oriented and guided on how to lead groups and help 
their classmates, ensure all group members participate in the assigned 
activity, discourage bullying, and help maintain harmonious relationships 
among students. These arrangements aim to enable the members of each 
group to learn together and share the results of their work with you, 
other groups, and other grades.
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The box below shows one way you can use your time effectively to get 
the most out of a multigrade situation.

 
Scheduling Activities and Delegating Responsibilities

In order to meet the learning needs of all students at different levels, you 
will need to schedule activities carefully, including cross-age tutoring. You 
can introduce key concepts to all students and then create individualized 
activities for the different grade and/or ability levels in the classroom. 

For example, in a lesson on telling time, you could make cardboard clock faces 
with your students. Start by explaining how hours and minutes work to the 
whole class. Your youngest students can then draw hands on the clock faces 
to represent different times while you give a more detailed activity to older 
students – perhaps asking them to write out a diary of their day and showing 
what time they do each task with a drawing of a clock face. Reading, spelling, 
and arithmetic can also be handled in this manner. 

Other subjects can be taught as a whole group with each student working 
at his or her particular level; art, social science, science, and music are 
frequently handled in this way. Your students might also work together to 
complete tasks while you meet students individually. You can give older or 
more able students extra responsibility to help with this. For example, one 
student could act as librarian each week and read a story to younger children 
while you work with the older students. 

During special occasions such as celebrations or festivals which involve the 
entire school, all the students can work together so that a gifted second 
grader, for example, can work with a fourth grader or slower students can 
work with younger students for special skills. And because multigrade schools 
are often isolated and serve as the centre of the community, parents can also 
be given some responsibility – why not ask them to help arrange field trips 
and special programmes or even assist in the classroom?

Since there are many tasks to be performed during the course of a 
school day, time flexibility must be a norm for a multigrade classroom. 
But remember that as the context changes, your strategies for utilising 
time to teach a particular concept or theme may also need to change. 
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Using Positive Discipline
Putting students of more than one grade together in one classroom that 
already has limited space can sometimes create problems. You must 
therefore plan your classroom activities keeping in mind the need to 
prevent too much disruption. Establishing norms of student behaviour in 
the beginning can go a long way towards solving this problem. To create 
an environment of positive discipline in the classroom, and to make sure 
you never use any kind of physical, corporal punishment, you can: 

�� Use the first week of school to familiarize your students 
with their new (or improved) multigrade environment - assign 
responsibilities for tasks to be carried out, show them the 
different spaces for each activity, involve them in arranging the 
classroom and keeping things organized, and have them practice 
moving the classroom furniture and resources (and themselves!) 
around the room as needed for the different parts of the school 
day.

�� Ask your students to discuss in groups the rules they follow at 
home and at school, have the groups report back to the whole 
class what rules they have in common, and then write some of 
these up on the board. Students then vote for their top six 
rules, and you can use these as the basis of your class’s code of 
conduct.

�� Decide on consequences for students who follow or do not follow 
instructions. Special praise for students showing desired social 
skills and good behaviour and other kinds of positive feedback 
work well to produce positive energy among students. You should 
be observant and supportive when any child shows inappropriate 
behaviour and also help students understand that such behaviour 
is not tolerated and that there are certain rules governing 
discipline that need always to be followed.

�� Help children working in smaller groups to understand what 
behaviour you expect during group activities – taking turns, 
encouraging all group members to contribute, etc. 
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�� Specify the rules to be followed for each space - for example, if 
you have created a reading corner, explain to your students that 
they must be quiet and not talk when they are in that space.

�� Demonstrate a code of conduct to students not only through 
direct instruction but also by modelling good behaviour yourself.

Demonstrating Sensitivity to Each Student’s 
Uniqueness
Not all students are the same and like all teachers you must be aware 
of and respond to their differences. Many factors make every child 
unique and different both in how they best learn and what they can 
learn. Students in multigrade schools generally live in rural, remote, 
and sparsely populated areas. Their families may be very poor, and they 
may be living in home conditions not conducive to study. They may also 
speak a language at home different from that in the school, and some 
may have special education needs related to stunting due to malnutrition, 
impaired vision and hearing, and other physical or cognitive disabilities. 
In addition, in some settings girls may be more disadvantaged than boys 
in terms of work in the home and parental expectations, while in other 
settings boys are less likely to attend school.

The educational background of parents also enhances or decreases the 
interest of their children in learning at school. Studies have shown 
that parents’ education, and mothers’ education in particular, makes 
a difference in the enrolment, retention, and learning achievement 
of a child. It is therefore important for you as a multigrade teacher 
to understand the family and individual backgrounds of each of your 
students and manage the resulting differences in their interest and 
ability to learn. Figure 3 demonstrates the factors affecting the 
motivation and ability of a child to learn.
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Figure 3: Factors Affecting Children’s Learning

Preferred 
learning style

Gender (male 
or female)

Parents‛ 
education 

Language 
ability

Special 
education 

needs

Why every 
child learns 
differently 

Family‛s 
economic 

status

Health and 
nutrition 
status

Innate 
potential and 

capacities

You can respond to the different backgrounds and abilities of individual 
students in several ways: 

�� ensure that your classroom is genuinely inclusive by welcoming 
all children regardless of their gender, socio-economic status, 
ability, and language/ethnicity

�� personalize the content you deliver and the methods you use to 
the individual backgrounds and needs of each of your students 
and be especially sensitive to early signs of disinterest or 
faltering

�� help new students, especially those who have not been to a pre-
school, to overcome the fear, anxiety, and nervousness that they 
often have when they enter school
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�� make an effort to get to know your students so that you 
understand their living conditions, family backgrounds, and 
the expectations they hold for the school. Reinforce this in 
conversations with their families and visits to their homes; such 
information can help you find the best possible ways to manage 
your classroom and shape an environment that facilitates learning 
for all – your principal aim as a multigrade teacher

�� promote classroom interactions across ages, grades, and ability 
levels – and between boys and girls – in order to stimulate 
cognitive development, improve language skills, and enhance 
vocabulary

This last point is especially important. In many multigrade contexts, 
girls may be relatively disadvantaged in education compared to boys. 
It is therefore important first to get girls enrolled in school and then 
to participate and achieve equally with boys. You can encourage girls 
to take part in classroom activities (sometime in groups with other 
girls, sometimes in groups with boys) by having the same expectations 
of success for them as you do for boys, and ensuring they have an 
equal opportunity to ask and answer questions in class and to take 
responsibility for classroom affairs.
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Teaching Effectively in a 
Multigrade Classroom

Once you start teaching in a multigrade classroom, how effective your 
teaching is will largely depend on how well you are prepared to handle 
multiple activities. The goal is to create diverse instructional strategies 
both suitable to the curriculum content and based on the needs of your 
students. Management of teaching calls for you to strategically plan 
activities to engage the students through direct teaching, with a peer 
tutor, in a small group, or in independent study. 

As noted above, every child comes to the school with the potential to 
learn but also with a unique personality and set of needs and abilities. 
This means that you need to develop and implement teaching strategies 
that enable you to address the needs of each child linked to his or her 
age, maturity, interests, capacities, and capabilities. It will take time to 
get to know each of your students, but you can begin by trying to make 
your multigrade classroom inclusive and conducive to learning for each 
child and group. Useful suggestions include: 

�� Group strategically. For some activities, divide your students 
into mixed-ability groups. This will encourage students of 
different backgrounds to include each other in their work. 
You may then want to group students by age or grade for skill 
subjects (such as reading and writing, arithmetic, and science)

�� Prepare flexible and appropriate materials. For grouping to 
be effective, materials and teaching must be varied and made 
challenging to accommodate the learning needs of students with 
different levels of ability. Develop a variety of worksheets to 
be used with diverse groups in multigrade classroom situations; 
these could include teacher-guided activity sheets, group-
learning worksheets, individual practice worksheets, and peer-
directed instruction sheets

�� Promote self-paced learning. While helping students to 
perform activities together, at the same time ensure that they 
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are allowed to move through the curriculum at their own pace. 
This should help them achieve the set learning objectives for 
each grade’s curriculum

�� Give extra attention to children with special education needs. 
Ensure that students with disabilities, learning difficulties, and 
other needs can achieve milestones as others do. You may need to 
include special preparation in terms of separate worksheets and 
more individual attention depending on the nature and degree of 
their special education needs

Adapting the Curriculum and Lesson Plans 
Revisiting and redesigning the national curriculum to suit multigrade 
situations, according to the number of classes to be combined together, 
is essential for teaching the required curriculum content in a phased 
and continuous manner and for making it appropriate to the cultural and 
socio-economic context of your school. To do this, you may find these 
suggestions useful:

�� select common themes from one subject suitable for all the 
grades in your multigrade classroom

�� develop a flexible timetable for all the grades throughout the 
session on this theme

�� develop daily lesson plans for each unit related to this theme 
with the help of textbooks and reference material as per the 
curriculum

�� select activities linked to the curriculum that are to be 
conducted in the class

�� develop relevant worksheets for individual or group practice

�� relate concepts from the curriculum to examples from your 
students’ daily lives

�� prepare quizzes to assess your students’ mastery of the 
curriculum content
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�� nurture talent in the school by organizing related co-curricular 
activities such as music, creative arts, games, and physical 
education

In a multigrade classroom the curriculum is best delivered in an 
integrated sequence of learning activities. To begin, you can concentrate 
on a theme, not individual subjects or grade levels. This becomes 
the focus for all learning activities for the whole class. You can add 
to the effectiveness of the integrated unit by linking it to as many 
different learning areas as possible. You will need to take time to 
become thoroughly familiar with the content materials for each theme. 
Work with students interested in a particular topic to explore this as 
it facilitates their, and your, learning. It is also important that you 
are systematic in planning lessons and developing teaching and learning 
materials relevant to each of the curriculum units. 

Figure 4: Stages of Lesson Planning

During the lesson you will need 
to present the core materia to all 

students, again and supervise 
group work and /or monitor 

individual practice session for 
every student in class

Activities before the lesson 
include developing lesson plan 

itself, deciding on the methods of 
presentation, selecting the text, 

prepaaring the 
materials/worksheets to be used 
during the lesson, and assigning 

task, if any, to peer tutors

After the lesson you may 
want to evaluate the lesson plan 
and think remedial methods for 

weak students. Reflecting on 
how what worked and what 

didn‛t go so well will help you 
improve future lessons
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Integrated approaches assume that multiple resources will be used by 
students during the course of the lesson. Textbooks will be one of these 
resources, but these will be supplemented by a variety of additional 
print, audio-visual, and community and human resources. Field trips, 
community speakers, videos, library books, newspapers, and magazines 
may be used as resources if available in rural, remote areas. Learning 
how to use a variety of resources to find information is one of the 
intended learning outcomes of integrated learning.

When developing a sequence of learning activities for an integrated unit, 
you have to aim for maximum variety. In the course of a thematic unit, 
therefore, students in different grades will need to work as a whole 
class, in small groups, in pairs and sometimes individually. Students 
will interact with you, other students, members of the community, and 
various learning materials. The core theme and sub-topics are seen as 
natural contexts for students to use and further develop their skills and 
abilities in language and literacy, arts/social studies, arithmetic, science, 
and the creative arts.

Lesson planning for multigrade teaching depends on the number of 
grades combined in the classroom. But whatever the number of lesson 
plans needed per day, there are three stages of planning to consider: 
planning activities before the lesson, during the lesson, and after the 
lesson. 
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Example Lesson Plan
Subject: Science	 Topic: Classifying living things		  Grade: 3-4
Learning 
outcomes

By the end of this lesson, you will have:

�� collected and displayed real items in a logical 
way in your classroom to support your students’ 
learning about grouping living things

�� used model building as a way of recording what 
your students know about different plants and 
animals

Materials and 
notes

Activity1:  
 
Collecting 
evidence 
of life 
around us

Whole 
class

Tell your students that they will be developing a 
display to show non-living and living things around 
them. Explain that it would not be right to display 
real animals and plants. They should not damage or kill 
anything living. Instead, rather like detectives, they 
should hunt for clues and evidence of any living thing – 
e.g. feathers, droppings, leaves and seeds. 

Choose six things from the display – three living and 
three non-living – and display them on another table. 
Gather your students round the table and ask them 
which of the six things are living and how they know 
this. By careful questioning and discussion you should 
be able to draw up a list of the seven characteristics 
of living things. You might want to include this list of 
characteristics as part of the display.

Finally, you could ask students to categorise the living 
things into further sub-groups: animals, plants and so 
on. Ask them to think about what defines each group 
and where each item sits in the display.

Give pupils several 
days to bring in 
things for the 
display.

Seven 
characteristics of 
living things:

�� Nutrition 
�� Reproduction 
�� Growth 
�� Respiration 
�� Sensitivity 
�� Movement 
�� Excretion

Activity2:  
 
Building 
models of 
plants

Small 
groups 
according 
to grade 
or ability 
level

Scientists group things by similarities and differences 
in the basic patterns of their structure or form. 
One way to find out what your pupils observe about 
patterns in plants is by asking them to make models. 

Organize the scrap materials so that each group has 
a selection to use. Write the following instructions on 
the chalkboard: 

�� Talk about what a plant looks like
�� Then make models of the plants from the scrap 
materials

If higher grades or more able students finish 
first, work with them to develop a lexicon (a small 
dictionary) to show which words the students knew to 
describe the parts of plants that they were familiar 
with (you might find it helpful to put up these words 
round your classroom and encourage the students to 
use them when talking about their models). 

Before this 
activity, ask your 
students to bring 
in scrap materials 
and collect some 
yourself. Scrap 
materials might 
include: tin, 
cardboard, string, 
tape, straws, 
plastic bottles, 
fabric, paper, 
netting, wire.

Adapted from TESSA Science Module 1: Looking at Life, Section 1: Classifying 
living things http://www.tessafrica.net/node/975 (Accessed 17 December 
2012.)

http://www.tessafrica.net/node/975


22 Practical Tips for Teaching Multigrade Classes

Example Lexicon of Plant Terms

More advanced terms for older pupils

Plumule    (baby shoot)

Seed   Radicle (baby root)

Fruit   Fleshy, Dry, Case

Flower   Petal, Anther, Pollen, Ovule

Leaf   Vein

Stem   Bark

Root   Tap root, Side root

Bud

Simple terms 

Source: TESSA Science Module 1: Looking at Life, Section 1: Classifying living 
things http://www.tessafrica.net/node/975 (Accessed 17 December 2012.)

Developing Teaching and Learning Materials 
One of the challenging but also enjoyable tasks of being a multigrade 
teacher is the chance to prepare a wide range of teaching and learning 
materials for the grade levels and subjects you teach. To keep this 
organized, each set of grade-level materials can be placed in a folder 
including specific content to be taught and guidelines on how to teach it 
in the most effective way. 

Teaching and learning materials should be developed keeping in mind 
flexible grouping across grades. If possible, the following can be used 
as support material in the class and be openly displayed for all students 
to use: books, play materials and toys, specific subject kits, story 
books, musical instruments, and dictionaries (and even an encyclopaedia 
if available), along with paper, pencils, crayons, paint, colour markers, 
a whiteboard or chart paper, maps, and models. You can also develop 

http://www.tessafrica.net/node/975
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student worksheets on different concepts and themes in the curriculum. 
These should be designed keeping in mind the level of each grade and of 
individual students. The worksheets may be prepared from the reference 
materials available in the class and on the basis of the theme chosen for 
delivery in the class. 

Example Worksheet for Primary Classes

Match each riddle with the correct answer:

Riddle Answer

I have a long neck and I am the tallest animal.  
Who am I? Tree

My stem is big and strong and I have many branches.  
Who am I? Ant

I am the strongest and heaviest land animal.  
Who am I? Giraffe

I am a creeper, my stems are weak and I lay on the ground. 
Who am I? Elephant

They call me the smallest animal.  
Who am I? Watermelon

 
Source: Available at http://sdpspitampura.com/class2hh1.pdf (Accessed August 
2011.)

This worksheet for primary grades is a good example of a resource 
that is student-friendly and helpful in developing skills both in reading 
comprehension and in the naming of animals and plants. 

Teaching and learning materials are required in large quantity due to 
the diverse grades studying in one classroom. These can include visual 
aids such as picture cards, flash cards, and word/sentence cards as 
well as games (a word-search or quiz) and charts (a calendar or weather 
chart). They can also include audio resources; for example, if you have 
access to the radio, why not use that as a teaching aid? Your multigrade 
classrooms might be in a location where the resources at your disposal 

http://sdpspitampura.com/class2hh1.pdf
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are very limited. It might therefore be difficult for you to produce 
and duplicate worksheets. However, teaching and learning materials 
can be developed using locally available materials that are of low cost 
and relevant to the local culture. These might include local plants and 
flowers; materials such as limestone, charcoal or clay; and discarded 
items like tin cans, plastic bottles, milk boxes, magazines and bicycle 
parts. This is easiest if you come from the local area and are familiar 
with such resources, but your expertise as a multigrade teacher lies 
in improvising materials to be integrated into teaching. It can also 
be useful to use the local community as a resource in other ways; for 
example you could start a school garden, go on nature-trail walks in the 
local area, or invite members of the community to talk to the class. 

To keep track of the materials you have developed for your classroom – 
or might need to develop – it is helpful to make a list of topics to enable 
you to identify resources and integrate the resources that are relevant 
to the topic at the right time. You could add the resources available in 
your school to the table below.

Example Resources for Teaching Geography

Theme Topic Example materials and resources

Geographical 
features Geography, climate

Students make tools to measure climate: 
sundial, wind vane, rain gauge, etc. Create 
worksheets with a space for students to fill 
in their observations of the weather over a 
week or to use on field trips to observe the 
local geographical features

Your resources:

Flora Natural plants and 
trees

Plants grown by people in the community, local 
farmers and other experts, nature trail walks

Your resources:

Fauna Wild animals, tame 
animals

Student’s pets, picture books, local farmers 
and other experts, and why not organize a 
visit to a farm?

Your resources:
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Transportation 
and 
construction

Transportation 
systems, construction 
works, traditional 
architecture, 
construction 
materials

Ask a local builder or other expert to bring 
in some tools and talk about their work, go on 
a walk around the school to observe buildings 
and transportation systems

Your resources:

Population Number, features, 
distribution

Sticks or other small objects can represent 
numbers of people, create worksheets with 
maps that students can colour-code according 
to population density

Your resources:

Cultural 
activities of 
different 
(ethnic) groups

Festivals, fairs, 
games, traditions and 
costumes, traditional 
musical instruments, 
songs and dances

Students, parents or community members 
could demonstrate traditional songs, 
costumes, games and instruments etc.

Your resources:

Typical art 
works and local 
literature

Folk songs, 
traditional songs, 
idioms, proverbs, and 
sayings

Collect examples from the local community: 
students could choose a song or story to 
rehearse and perform this to the class or 
create a picture to represent a proverb, etc.

Your resources:

Local history

Local cultural 
personalities, 
historical characters, 
major historical 
events of the locality

Ask local experts to come in to talk about 
the history of your local area. If your town 
or village has a library or museum, why not 
organize a visit?

Your resources:

Production

Traditional 
handicraft, trades, 
and local products; 
tools for local 
production and 
livelihoods

Ask students to bring in examples of 
traditional handicrafts, ask local experts to 
lead a session on a particular handicraft – 
students could do their own weaving/carving, 
etc. 

Your resources:

Environment 
and sanitation

Protection of the 
forest and natural 
resources, protection 
and improvement of 
water resources

Create worksheets on the water cycle or 
other environmental topics, do practical 
activities like building a school garden; in an 
art lesson use scrap materials to talk about 
recycling

Your resources:

 
For example, if you live in an area where there are many kinds of trees, 
as part of science teaching you might select a topic on “Trees”. You could 
start by facilitating a discussion on trees and their benefits and then 
make a grade-specific chart for describing a tree. Give one chart to each 
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group (or individual student); the groups can look at different trees and 
compare their charts. At the end of the lesson bring the whole class 
back together for a final activity or follow up lesson from the textbook. 
After the lesson you will have an inventory of trees in the school area. 
You can display the charts in the classroom and follow this up with a 
lesson from the textbook. The same method can be applied to other 
topics.

Example Lesson Plan

Subject: Science	 Topic: Trees	 Grade: 1-4
Learning 
outcomes

By the end of this lesson, you will have:

�� Observed the appearance and characteristics of 
trees in the school area

�� Discussed the benefits of trees to animals and 
humans

Materials 
and notes

Activity 1: 
Introduction

Whole class

Introduce the new lesson.

‘Trees are the most important plants on earth because they 
support life. Trees provide many types of living places and 
food for animals. People have used trees and their products 
for many different purposes. Different trees are suited to 
different habitats. The roots of trees help to hold the soil 
together and prevent erosion.’

Activity 2: 
Tree charts

Small mixed-
ability 
groups

Divide the class into mixed-ability groups.

Each group observes a tree and discussed their 
observations. You may want to ask the following questions:

�� What animals use the tree?
�� What do people use the tree for?
�� What are the benefits of the tree?

Each group fills in a tree chart. The groups then exchange 
their charts to cross-check.

Activity 
3: Tree 
diagram

Whole class

Hang up or draw a picture of a tree detailing its 
characteristics and the animals that use the tree. 

Ask students to observe the picture and check whether 
they want to include other characteristics from their 
chart. 

Use a piece of cardboard to hide parts of the picture and 
ask students to recall what they have observed.

If you have been able to create word cards in advance you 
can ask students to stick them on the picture.

 
Source: Adapted from the Multigrade Material Development available from 
http://petermerckx.tripod.com/multinset/id4.html (Accessed July 2012.)

http://petermerckx.tripod.com/multinset/id4.html
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Example Chart on Trees

Grade Activity
Description: 
Parts of the 

Tree

Remarks: 
Describe Features

1
Discussion

Students draw the tree
  All students observe the 

same tree

2

Discussion

Students draw the tree 
and name the parts of the 
tree

Trunk, bark, 
roots, leaves, 
flowers, fruit, 
seeds

All students observe the 
same tree

3 and 4

Discussion

Students draw the tree, 
name the parts of the 
tree, and describe these 
features 

Trunk, bark, 
roots, leaves, 
flowers, fruit, 
seeds

Group activity: every group 
chooses a different tree 
and later compares the 
results with the whole 
class

 
Source: Adapted from the Multigrade Material Development available from 
http://petermerckx.tripod.com/multinset/id4.html (Accessed July 2012.)

Developing Teaching Strategies 

Depending on the purpose of a particular lesson, as a multigrade teacher 
you enjoy the freedom to decide:

�� what stage of instruction requires your personal attention and 
coaching and when to work closely with one group or grade

�� what stage of learning requires self-study or exercises in an 
individual student’s workbook, when students should work in 
groups, and when they can do exercises individually 

�� which activities can be handled by your peer tutors

�� what activities can promote more group work independent of you 
as the teacher

These approaches can be combined with one another depending on the 
situation inside the classroom. You have the flexibility to experiment 

http://petermerckx.tripod.com/multinset/id4.html
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with them until you find the most appropriate fit for your students. In 
doing this, you may find the following strategies useful:

Strategy 1: Teach all groups together 

You can decide which lessons or units are suitable to be taught to all 
students together. In this kind of instruction, you provide the same 
content, use the same teaching and learning methodology in transmitting 
the content, and expect the same learning outcomes from all students, 
irrespective of their formally assigned grade – but because of your 
multigrade classroom, you can have older students work with younger 
ones both for better learning and to build a sense of classroom 
solidarity.

Example Whole-Class Activity 

Imagine you have planned to teach counting from 1-10 to a lower grade. You can 
explain the numbers by telling a story to all the groups in the classroom in the 
following way: 

There was a king who had a single daughter, the Princess -----------------	1

For the past two days, she was sick-----------------------------------------	2

Three doctors visited her ---------------------------------------------------	3

They gave her four medicines ----------------------------------------------	 4

Every five hours, she was made to eat a nutritious meal ------------------	5

She felt better in six days -------------------------------------------------	 6

On the seventh day, she got up from bed ----------------------------------	7

On the eighth day, she told her mother ------------------------------------	8

That she wanted one chocolate each day for the next nine days----------	9

On the tenth day, she was fit and fine, up and about---------------------	 10

 
Involve higher grades by using a number chart and asking each student 
to point to the correct number as it is read out. After you have read the 
story, ask students to sit in groups. At the centre of each group, place a 
pile of flash-cards with the numbers 1-10. Call out the numbers randomly, 
and students try to pick up the announced number first. The group that 
recognizes the most numbers fastest wins. 
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Strategy 2: Teach one grade while others work 
independently

It may be useful to decide on a time during the day to devote to each 
separate grade group. After a short period of teacher-led instruction, 
one group can be left with their peer tutor, or students can practice 
independently in their workbooks while you move on to work with 
another grade group. Your teacher-led activities can be rotated across 
your grades and groups as needed. To promote continuity in learning, 
it is helpful to remind your students at the beginning and end of each 
teaching session what they are doing and why. 

Example: Using the above lesson on numbers as the whole-classroom 
introduction, you can work with Grade 1 first on the cardinal numbers 
1-10, then move to Grade 2 and focus on the ordinal version of these 
numbers (first, second, third). If you have a Grade 3, you can later move 
to that group and work on related concepts such as single, double, and 
triple. 

Strategy 3: Teach one subject to all grades and at 
varying levels of difficulty

This strategy allows you to group children of different grades, ages, 
and abilities together and teach them the same curriculum theme at the 
same time. You can first focus on common elements and then follow this 
with differentiated tasks and activities. 

A few minutes of explanation and practice around the theme at the 
start of the lesson can get students of all levels thinking about and 
using the concepts and skills they will need. You can then direct more 
demanding questions at older or more able students and ask younger or 
less able students more supportive questions. In this way all students can 
participate at their own level and make some contribution to the lesson.

Strategy 4: Develop activities for non-taught groups 

Higher grades or older students can sometimes be left on their own to 
investigate and gather information by themselves. This leaves you with 
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more time to work with students who need more support. You may have 
different expectations of the learning outcomes for non-taught groups. 
Some examples of activities for non-taught groups for different subject 
areas are presented below. 

Example Activities for Non-taught Groups

Step Subject Activities  Expectations
Step 
1

Language

(i) Vocabulary

(ii) Reading

Ask your students to go to the 
school garden. Before they begin to 
explore, explain what is expected 
of them when they come back; for 
example, to catalogue as many words 
and sentences they can think of while 
looking around the garden. 

Have your students settle in the 
reading corner to read through one 
or more books. Give them questions 
beforehand and ask them to find 
answers in the books. 

With the sentences your students 
prepared in the vocabulary lesson, 
they can make a text which can be 
used later as a reading text. Students 
can write down any new vocabulary 
they learn. You can also dictate the 
learned words or sentences back to 
your students.

Students must find 
as many new words 
as possible and put 
them into sentences. 

Students learn to 
spell and gain new 
vocabulary. 

 

Students practice 
writing, reading and 
listening.

Step 
2

Mathematics

(i) Measurement 

(ii) Sets

Ask the group to measure the 
distance from the classroom to 
another building in the village. Talk 
about metres, half metres, and 
centimetres. A demonstration lesson 
on multiplication tables can fit into 
this topic.

Ask students to go outside and 
measure different parts of their 
bodies – legs, arms, feet, heads, 
etc. – and then create a chart of 
all their measurements to compare 
differences.

Have the group identify colours of 
buses and cars and the number of 
people (men and women) in a certain 
part of the village. 

Students can 
learn both about 
the principles of 
measurement and 
the metric system 
as well as practice 
multiplication skills.

Students learn more 
about measurement 
but also gain skills in 
making comparisons 
– “bigger than”, 
“smaller than”, etc.

Students learn that 
different objects/
people form part of 
separate sets.
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Step 
3

Social Studies

(i) Science

(ii) Geography

(iii) History

 

Ask the group to describe the usual 
weather in your village by season 
and different ways to measure the 
weather.

 

Students will 
understand 
local seasons, 
the principle of 
climates and the 
use of instruments 
to measure 
temperature.

Step 
4 

Creative 
activities

 

If you have access to paints, ask your 
students to mix different colours to 
see which new ones they can create.

Ask students to draw a picture 
based on a particular theme they are 
studying; you can then display these in 
the classroom. 

In such “free play” 
activities students 
will learn to be 
more creative and 
gain pride through 
the display of their 
work.

Strategy 5: Develop peer, cross-age and cross-grade 
teaching strategies

Cross-age tutoring is based on the pairing of students and is used 
extensively in most multigrade classrooms so that older children can help 
younger students with their lessons. The peer tutor begins by asking 
general questions to assess the younger student’s understanding of the 
topic; then gradually moves on to more difficult questions. Peer tutoring 
has been found to be an effective strategy in multigrade situations as it 
trains students to use a sequenced series of questions and helps scaffold 
their learning to higher levels. This strategy works well for children with 
learning disabilities and other special education needs, children from 
ethnic or linguistic minorities, and children who have not gone through 
some kind of pre-school programme. Peer tutoring is used on a regular 
basis to reinforce concepts which you have already presented at the 
beginning of class or in a previous lesson. 

Example: This strategy can be adapted by using a game format in which 
the class is divided into two teams. Each tutor-tutee pair is assigned to 
a team. The tutor asks a series of pre-determined questions and awards 
points for the tutee’s correct answers. Each pair’s points are totalled to 
determine the team score. This method allows for competition between 
teams, but not directly between pairs. Tutoring pairs and teams are 
changed on a weekly basis to ensure all students have the chance to be 
on a winning team.
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Strategy 6: Relate learning with daily experience

Relating a topic you are teaching to your students’ daily lives, traditions, 
and culture helps them understand a concept more clearly than any other 
mode of teaching. You may therefore want to enhance the curriculum 
by supplementing it with additional activities and learning tools which 
relate directly to the local environment. For example, the concept of 
money transaction in arithmetic can begin with a common introduction 
for all grades. The process of transaction can then be explained by 
using your country’s notes and coins. You can do this by showing your 
students locally bought items, giving the cost of each item and asking 
individual students or groups to calculate what combinations of coins 
and notes could be used for that amount of money. You can extend this 
by introducing games or role plays based on giving and receiving correct 
sums of money. This can be successful as a multi-level technique in a 
multigrade situation by using daily experiences with different activities 
depending upon the age and maturity levels of your students. Some 
examples of relating learning with daily experiences and local culture 
include those from local festivals, traditional dress and music, eating 
habits, etc.

Examples for Making Teaching Closer to Your Students’ Daily 
Experience

1: Local Costumes

Names of parts 
of the costume Colours Designs Materials Made by whom? Worn on what 

occasion?

2: Traditional Folk Dances

Type of 
dance

Who 
dances it? 

Which community 
dances it?

Performed on what 
occasion? 

Comparisons with 
other cultures of the 

region/country 

3: Festivals

Name of 
festival Origin Time of year Place Activities Special 

costumes Participants
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4: Food

Name of 
the food Ingredients Nutritional 

value

Where are the 
ingredients found or 

cultivated? 

Association with 
any festival/

season

Teaching in Your Students’ Mother Tongue
Where permitted or encouraged by the national education system, and if 
you can speak the mother tongue of your students, it is very important 
to begin instruction and promote literacy in their mother tongue. 
Evidence from around the world shows that children who gain essential 
literacy skills in their language of daily use (often by the end of Grade 
3) can apply the skills they have learned to more easily become literate 
in your country’s national language(s) and then in international languages. 
Because they are learning other subjects such as arithmetic, geography, 
and science in a language they speak every day, they also gain a strong 
foundation in the principles and practice of these subjects – something 
that is much more difficult to do when learning in a language they do not 
understand well. 

Working in a mother tongue requires having materials in that language 
(which can often be developed with the help of the local community) 
and skills in using the mother tongue to teach the required curriculum 
and then to build a strong bridge to the national language. Even if you 
do not speak the language of your students well and even if they have 
different mother tongues, you can adopt strategies, such as using 
teaching assistants from the local community or dividing students into 
same-language groups (which is even easier in a multigrade classroom), to 
provide good quality education in their own language.

Creating Active Learning Strategies
In summary, the improvement of student learning is your central 
challenge as a multigrade teacher. Active, child-centred learning is the 
best way to achieve desired student learning outcomes – academic as well 
as social and psychological. You can promote active learning by making a 
few specific changes in your teaching methods, such as:
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�� placing children at the centre of your attention and helping them 
progress through their own milestones and stages of learning at 
their own pace and speed

�� providing learning opportunities through multi-age and multigrade 
activities in the same room to ensure that each student 
participates in the learning process

�� encouraging each student in a group to explore, ask questions, 
show inquisitiveness to learn something new, and learn by doing 
and through play

�� building a culture of collective learning in the class by choosing 
activities that suit the composition and maturity of each group

�� using flexible methods such as cooperative learning, peer 
tutoring, teacher-led instruction, and self-reading and study

�� building a classroom environment filled with group activities, 
information sharing, and opportunities for individual learning 
through the classroom library and reading corners

�� working out a detailed weekly, monthly, and yearly plan for 
scheduling activities, subjects, and teaching methods

�� keeping a checklist to follow how students are spending their 
time during school hours and the activities that waste the most 
time

�� linking all learning with competency-based assessment
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Assessing Learning and Teaching 
Performance in Multigrade 
Classes

As you know, the evaluation of the learning outcomes of the diverse 
students found in your multigrade classroom is not always easy. 
But assessment is essential to find out how well your students are 
performing and whether your teaching is going in the right direction. 
This section looks at two important uses of assessment: (i) learner 
assessment, and (ii) assessment of your own teaching. 

Focusing More on Learner Assessment Than on 
Evaluation 
As a multigrade teacher with students of many different ability levels, 
you must decide what information to collect on each learner’s progress 
and how to collect it. Individual learner assessment is just as important 
as comparative evaluation across students. The latter is useful to 
evaluate one student’s progress against his/her peers, but too much and 
too public evaluation around performance can lead to negative labelling of 
some students as “clever” and others as “slow”. 

Like all children, students in a multigrade classroom learn in a continuum, 
moving from easier to more difficult material and from simple to more 
complex learning steps. They follow a path of progress at their own 
pace. Since such self-paced learning, as an integral part of multigrade 
teaching, promotes social, emotional, physical, aesthetic, and cognitive 
development, one goal for you is to focus not only on cognitive/academic 
achievement (e.g. reading and writing skills) but also to consider 
psychomotor skills and the psychological and emotional development of 
your students. 

Another goal you should have is to develop a positive attitude among 
students about teachers and about learning. You can do this by assessing 
and rewarding other aspects of your students’ development such as 
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their willingness to assist in doing classroom tasks, share resources 
with friends, and organize their own work. These outcomes deal with 
attitudes, values and behaviours, but they are not easy to measure 
despite their importance. 

The assessment of students may be done daily or on a periodic basis 
depending on the size of the class and your capacity as a teacher to work 
with each student in the classroom individually. What is important is that 
assessment is not a one-time event but is cyclic and continuous. It must 
also be adapted to the type of activity on which your students are being 
assessed – group or paired work, individual work, etc. 

It is always helpful to reflect on the purpose of assessment and to plan 
for it at four different times during the teaching and learning process:

�� before a new topic is introduced, to determine what 
experiences or understanding students already have about that 
topic; this information will help you decide what new information 
they need to be taught

�� during a lesson, to find out if your students are learning the 
concepts being taught; if you note problems for the class as a 
whole or for individual students you may be able to solve them 
during the lesson

�� at the end of a topic, to assess mastery prior to progression 
to the next topic, decide if further remediation is required for 
some students, and provide feedback to you about your own 
teaching methods

�� at the end of a term or the school year, to assess if students 
have retained their understanding of the lessons delivered

It is therefore important for you to adopt a cyclic process of 
assessment as illustrated in Figure 5. The process may begin with the 
identification of grade- and age-specific competencies expected to be 
mastered by your students. 
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Figure 5: Cyclic Process of Assessment

Step 6
Provide 

additional 
learning 

opportunities 

Step 1
Assess prior 
knowledge 

of students

Step 2 
Reflect on teaching 
and strategies of 

assessment 

Step 3 
Revisit 

and re-plan 
the lesson  

Step 4
Implement 
the lesson

Step 5
Identify areas 
where students 

need help

In a multigrade teaching situation, you will have to use several methods 
for assessing learner performance and learning outcomes: 

�� Individual assessment – select activities that help measure 
the learning of each student. This may include collecting basic 
information through administering a test, checking individual 
assignments and projects, using checklists, observing each 
student’s activities and reading his/her written work, and keeping 
anecdotal records of each student’s development. Keeping a 
portfolio for each student is an especially rich resource that 
will help you assess the progress of your students over time and 
maintain a more permanent record of their work. 
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�� Group assessment – observe how well each group works as a team 
– who are the leaders, who needs encouragement to participate, 
who prevents others from taking part – and the quality of the 
group’s results. What did each individual student contribute to 
the results and how?

�� Self-assessment – ask your students about their favourite and 
most difficult subjects. What additional help do they think they 
need to do better?

�� Peer assessment – ask the peer tutors you have selected about 
the progress each of the students they are working with is 
making. Should different peers be assigned to work with students 
who are having problems?

In addition to measuring specific learning outcomes such as reading and 
arithmetic knowledge, you may wish to observe and assess the following 
skills and attitudes:

�� Reporting, narrating, drawing pictures, picture reading, filling in 
maps, etc. 

�� Listening, talking, expressing opinions 

�� Expressing oneself through body movements, creative writing, 
etc. 

�� Reasoning, making logical connections

�� Questioning by expressing curiosity, asking questions

�� Analyzing and drawing inferences

�� Learning by doing 

�� Expressing concern and sensitivity towards students who are 
disadvantaged or have various kinds of disabilities 

�� Showing cooperation by taking responsibilities seriously and 
sharing and working together 
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Practicing Self-Reflection on Your Teaching and 
Your Students’ Learning
Equally important to student assessment as a means to improve your 
teaching and develop new and better practices is your continuous and 
routine reflection on your own teaching skills, strategies, and methods 
– and on any other school responsibilities you may have. One way to 
do this is to keep a record of your teaching activities such as how 
you plan lessons, manage the classroom, schedule subjects, develop 
instructional resources, assign appropriate tasks to students, guide and 
counsel students with particular learning problems, and assist parents in 
monitoring the progress of their children. Periodically reflecting on how 
you carried out these activities and what kinds of results were achieved, 
especially as you go through another cycle of teaching, can be very 
useful. 

Other sources of feedback on your teaching are also important. This 
may include assessment from your head-teacher/principal, your fellow 
teachers, and even informal feedback from your students – why not ask 
them what they like and do not like about the classroom environment and 
individual lessons? 
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Good Multigrade Programmes and 
Practices

Many examples of good multigrade programmes and practices are 
available around the world, including in Asia, and many have features 
which can be adapted to multigrade teaching contexts. Though these 
practices were mainly developed in response to country-specific 
attempts to address multigrade teaching, they do have important lessons 
that can be analysed and then adapted to your local context. 

Escuela Nueva
The best-known and most enduring example is Escuela Nueva which 
originally began in Colombia and has now been adapted in many other 
countries in Latin America and elsewhere. It has several essential 
features: 

�� Teachers are facilitators to guide and orient learning

�� Teaching strategies encourage active, creative, and participatory 
learning

�� Students learn at their own pace using self-instructional 
materials

�� There is no grade repetition; promotion to the next objective or 
grade is individual, progressive, and flexible

�� Students have the freedom to study at school and at home at 
their own pace

�� Self-instructional materials are shared among three students and 
are able to last for several years 

�� Active participation of students in school governance is 
encouraged (e.g. through student councils) to promote civic and 
democratic behaviour
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�� The content of the materials reflects the national curriculum and 
also includes regional and local adaptation

�� Teacher training workshops are highly contextual and replicable

School in a Box
The Multigrade Multilevel (MGML) Approach in India reflects a 
variety of models adopted by schools under different kinds of private 
management which are committed to a qualitative improvement in the 
multigrade primary schools. MGML addresses issues in curriculum, 
teacher training and the development of teaching and learning materials, 
quality teaching in difficult situations and contextualization to local 
conditions. 

One of the most innovative approaches developed by the Rishi Valley 
Institute for Educational Resources (RIVER) has been adapted in 
several states in India. RIVER started as an attempt to develop a 
set of materials appropriate to the language and local customs of the 
community. The content of the government textbook was reorganized 
into a set of activities which drew on local folk and oral traditions in 
order, for example, to help students learn to read, gain new vocabulary, 
and make calculations. The activities are arranged in five learning 
styles or steps – introductory, reinforcement, evaluation, remedial, and 
enrichment. The first is more teacher-led and the others are led by 
tutors, carried out in groups and done by individual students through 
independent learning. An educational kit developed by RIVER – School in 
a Box – has become a major innovation in teaching and learning materials 
for multigrade classes. 

No More Schools/IMPACT
In the Philippines, schools with one teacher handling more than one grade 
have been common at least since the 1920s. During the early 1970s the 
SEAMEO Regional Centre for Educational Innovation and Technology 
(INNOTECH), based in Quezon City, devised a radical approach to rural 
education. Known originally as the “no more schools” concept, it proposed 
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to replace schools, textbooks, teachers and grades with learning centres, 
self-instructional materials, peer tutor and community support and 
instructors responsible for the management of learning among groups as 
large as 150-200 students. Over time the concept became better known 
as Instructional Management by Parents, Community and Teachers 
(IMPACT). The innovation began in the Philippines and Indonesia 
(PAMONG), spreading subsequently to Malaysia (INSPIRE), Jamaica 
(PRIMER), Liberia (IEL) and Bangladesh (IMPACT). 

The original rationale was to improve rural education by devising a new 
delivery system with a more flexible schedule and lower student costs. 
Since teachers made up 80-90 percent of unit costs in conventional 
schools, such costs were reduced by increasing the student-teacher 
ratio and supplementing teacher supervision with assistance from 
students, parents, and community resources. Self-instruction, relying on 
programmed instructional materials, could be another means to reduce 
costs and, moreover, enabled greater flexibility in scheduling individual 
learning. Although there was no explicit reference to multigrade 
teaching in the rationale, many of the schools which were subsequently 
to participate in the innovative system were multigrade schools with 
fewer teachers than grades. 

Multigrade Program in Philippine Education 
(MPPE)
Multigrade teaching as a Philippines national strategy to improve access 
to and the quality of primary schooling was formalized with the launching 
of the Multigrade Program in Philippine Education (MPPE) in 1993. 
The MPPE aims to improve quality by increasing teachers’ abilities to 
work with more than one grade simultaneously through training and 
instructional materials. The programme works in five areas: curriculum 
and materials development, staff development, physical facilities, 
community support, and research, monitoring and evaluation. It has 
developed a guide for minimum learning competencies for multigrade 
classes, a budget of work and lesson plan for multigrade teachers to 
follow, a handbook for teachers with sample lessons, materials to be 
used at different grade levels within the same classroom and other 
instructional materials such as a 100-book library, drill cards, and other 
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teacher-made materials. Efforts have also gone into training in the 
form of a handbook for pre-school teachers and a workbook for pre-
school children. Throughout the programme teachers build elements 
of the local area into the instructional materials used. The emphasis 
on local experience is continued by encouraging each student to report 
on individual and group investigations and by exhibiting examples of 
students’ work throughout the school year. 	

A Graded Approach to Reading
In Sri Lanka there is a highly developed system of education. 
Enrolment in the primary cycle is near universal. But several types of 
socio-economic disadvantage remain for which multigrade teaching is 
appropriate. Multigrade teaching is most likely to be found in remote 
rural areas where access is difficult, population sparse and the living 
conditions for teachers unattractive. These schools also often have high 
rates of student absenteeism, frequent changes in grade combinations 
and a lack of textbooks. One example of multigrade teaching in such 
schools is an initiative to support multigrade classrooms in tea and 
rubber estates which focus on the development of a graded approach to 
reading. This is a grassroots example of teachers and teacher educators 
working together to identify differences in the pace at which students 
in the same grades are learning. The realisation that additional reading 
materials can be developed at low or no cost and that supplementary 
story books can be made available on loan is transforming the work of 
teachers and the learning experience of students. 

Learning and Teaching in Multigrade Settings 
(LATIMS)
Another approach in both Sri Lanka and Nepal has been the development 
of teacher education models in the Learning and Teaching in 
Multigrade Settings (LATIMS) project. This has resulted in the 
adaptation of the complete curriculum in two subject areas for Grades 
2-5 in Nepal and in one subject area for Grades 3-5 in Sri Lanka. 
Significantly, both exercises have been conducted as collaborations 
between curriculum developers and teachers. In both countries there 
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was a degree of resistance to the idea of curriculum adaptation from 
curriculum developers whose orientation was usually towards monograde 
classes. “Thinking outside of the box” and reconceptualising a new 
approach to suit the reality of the multigrade class and the needs of 
the multigrade teacher required creative thought and courage. This 
was achieved in both countries. The development of teacher education 
materials alongside the curriculum development exercise has had 
the advantage of bringing the most recent and innovative curriculum 
developments to the attention of all teachers and not only those who 
participated directly in the curriculum adaptation workshops, trials, and 
follow-up exercises. 
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Summary: Ten Lessons 
 
These experiences in multigrade teaching help to reinforce the major 
lessons discussed above which should be useful to you, as a multigrade 
teacher, in ensuring the best quality learning for your students. These 
lessons include:

As a multigrade teacher, you should try first to understand 
the diversity and complexity of your students – by gender, 
age, family and socio-economic background, language, ability, 
and special education needs – and see this diversity not as 
a problem to be solved but as an opportunity to be used to 
produce better learning.

Given this diversity, you need to personalize your teaching 
(and eventually your assessment methods) to respond to the 
different backgrounds and learning styles/needs of each 
of your students. This includes identifying early on children 
who are at risk of failing and giving them the extra attention 
they need to make sure they succeed and stay in school.

You need to make your classroom “child-friendly”, 
especially for new students coming directly from their 
families to the school; this means not only teaching what 
needs to be taught but also ensuring that the classroom is 
healthy, welcoming, inclusive and protective of children of all 
different backgrounds and abilities and that your teaching is 
sensitive and responsive to the needs of both boys and girls 
and promotes student participation in the classroom.

If it has not already been done, you will need to adapt the 
standard national curriculum to both the local culture and 
context and to your multigrade situation. This may require 
breaking down the curriculum into themes that can be taught 
across grades while ensuring that students in each grade 
level learn what the system expects them to learn.

1

2

3

4
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In implementing this adapted curriculum, you should try to be 
creative in your management of the multigrade classroom, 
arranging whole grades, mixed grades, large and small groups, 
pairs and space for individual work. This requires special 
attention to establishing routines for students to work and 
study independently through activity-based learning.

You need to be flexible in your use of time, moving from 
one kind of group to another and balancing the attention you 
give to strong students acting as peer tutors and weaker 
students needing extra attention.

You should try to be innovative in the development and 
reproduction of teaching and learning materials - use 
locally available resources and make them relevant to the 
local context and culture. As far as possible, you need 
to bring teaching closer to local conditions and available 
resources. The involvement of students from higher grades 
in designing workbooks is always helpful in making the 
curriculum more relevant to the local culture.

Where permitted and possible, you should use the students’ 
mother tongue as the medium of instruction, ensuring 
initial literacy in that language (e.g. by Grade 3) and then, 
where appropriate, helping students transfer the literacy 
skills in that language to the national language(s).

Since you are often working in remote and isolated places, 
you should take advantage of whatever resources there 
are around you to help you in your work – your principal/
head teacher, parents and the local community, and other 
schools relatively close to your school which can form a 
cluster and share useful experiences, materials and lesson 
plans. 

5

6

7
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9
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You must try to master the other skills needed to help 
a small, remote, often poor (and poorly-supported) 
school succeed. Multigrade teaching is a challenge in itself, 
but working with your teaching colleagues to make your 
small school “work” requires other skills as well: making do 
with limited resources and trying to raise more; carrying 
out a school self-assessment of its achievements and its 
needs and developing a school improvement plan; mobilizing 
support from impoverished and often disempowered and 
disinterested parents; and gaining the support of local 
community leaders – all of these are skills useful in schools 
with multigrade classrooms.

The Golden Rule: 

Adapt the national curriculum to 
the context of the local community 
and of your multigrade classroom, 
and implement it flexibly, using a 

variety of classroom management and 
teaching strategies according to the 

backgrounds, learning styles and needs 
of your individual students. 

10

“

”
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